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NEGOTIATING AN ELECTORATE:
GENDER, CLASS, AND THE BRITISH REFORM ACTS
Five Reform Acts passed over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
gradually increased the size of the British electorate. Negotiations over lowering
property, rent, and lodging restrictions led to new Acts that slowly increased the number
of Britons deemed worthy to vote. This dissertation examines the extent class and gender
were relevant to those negotiations of British citizenship over the course of those five
Acts. The project scrutinizes the language used in Parliamentary debates, political
pamphlets, and political correspondence to reconstruct the constantly-changing
conceptualization of the ideal citizen’s gendered identity in Britain and Europe. This
project illuminates the rhetorical battles between the political elite and those who desired
admittance to the franchise. The language surrounding those battles highlights the
contradictory reasons why certain male and female populations were denied admittance.
By examining all these Acts together, this project provides new insight into
Parliamentary reform as a political event where the unfixed ideas of Victorian femininity
and masculinity can be viewed and assessed in the context of political power.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction – The “Great Reform Act”: Beginning the Long
Negotiation (and Renegotiations) of the Ideal Voter

On October 27, 2015, the House of Lords quietly approved a striking modification
to the British voter registration process. According to the Economist, the decision
resulted in the “biggest change in electoral registration since women got the vote.”1 The
approved statute enacted a new system of Individual Electoral Registration, taking the
responsibility of voter registration away from the “householder” and placing it in the
hands of the individual citizen.2 Although many Britons argued that the change was long
overdue and would reduce opportunities for voter fraud, others insisted that a large
number of voters, particularly Labour Party supporters, would be omitted from the
register.3 Most of those who had reportedly “fallen through the cracks” were university
students, “people in big cities, and those who move frequently or live many to a house.”4
Such demographics, while indicating liberal political leanings, also suggest some
commonalities in social class. Prior to the recent legislative changes, householders could
list the number of voters living within their residence without producing identification.5
The old householder registration even allowed for universities to register students with
the block registration of residence halls. However, the vote in October 2015 removed the
opportunities for such blanket registration. While these recent changes to the registration
process, and the political battles that have ensued over their effects, are far too
1

“Cast Out,” The Economist, 27 October 2015, url:
http://www.economist.com/news/britain/21677258-update-electoral-register-could-miss-2m-voters-whobenefits-cast-out, accessed 12/18/2015.
2
Such a change had been in the works since 2004, with bills being presented since 2010.
3
“Cast Out,” The Economist, 27 October 2015.
4
Ibid.
5
“Individual Voter ID plan brought forward in 2015,” BBC News, http://www.bbc.com/news/ukpolitics-11312362, accessed 12/18/2015.
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contemporary for any historian to comfortably examine, the events of recent months offer
further evidence that the contents of this study, an analysis of the class and gender
identity of the voter, still remain relevant to British politics today.
The introduction of the Individual Electoral Registration initiative in Britain in
2015 is indicative of the prominent place the image of the “householder” has held in the
history of the British electoral system. The patriarchal image of the householder has been
a mainstay in the conceptualization of the British parliamentary voter since its first
proposal in reform debates in the 1820s and 30s. It is symbolic of the shifting
characterization of the voter over the course of the modern political era. That
characterization of the British voter began as an image of landownership and paternal
protection. It was, however, subsequently renegotiated in regards to its classed and
gendered components over the course of a century of debates about parliamentary reform.
The negotiation of who the rightful members of the Parliamentary electorate ought to be from before the 1832 Representation of the People Act all the way to the passage of the
1928 Reform Act - offers insight into the rhetorical construction of the identity of the
ideal voter and how it changed over time.
The purpose of this project is to examine the debates surrounding all five major
Reform Acts as a series of historical moments when gender, class, and politics intersected
to form a complex, interconnected means of accessing political and social power. Over
the course of this century of reform, I argue, the continuous negotiations over electoral
expansion revealed broader societal expectations of gender performance and their
connection to the vote. I also contend that the gradual changes in voting rights brought
about by those five Reform Acts indicated broader shifts in the acceptable social
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construction of the dominant masculinity. These shifts also indicated the weakening
control of old versions of this masculine ideal over political power. As different
populations of Britons, both male and female, vied for the vote, they challenged the
discourse of voter identity, which in turn allowed for a shift in acceptable voter norms.
Because the image of the ideal voter was rooted in the performance of certain venerated
gender traits, the revision of this discourse also indicated a revision in socially dominant
gender identity. This project is organized into six chapters that assess the language used
in debates about the Reform Acts passed in 1832, 1867, 1884/85, 1918, and 1928 (what I
will refer to often in this study as the reform era). The gradual, halting nature of reform
is visible in the percentages of adults enfranchised by each legislation. After the 1832
Act, three per cent of the adult population could register to vote. After 1867, that amount
grew to sixteen per cent, followed by twenty-nine per cent after 1884. No women were
enfranchised until 1918. The 1918 Act resulted in the biggest jump, enfranchising
seventy-four per cent of adults in Great Britain – finally enfranchising all mentally fit
adults in 1928.6 Historians have dissected these acts, particularly 1832 and 1867,
extensively in terms of their political implications, as steps closer to democracy. Rather
than focusing here on democratization as such, my work seeks to examine the debates
surrounding these acts to assess the broader reform narrative as a whole as a space for
gender analysis. By examining the rhetoric of reform through a gendered lens, the
century of reform debates reveals a complicated intermingling of class and gender as
measurements of voter qualification and, thus, political power.

6

Neil Johnston, The History of the Parliamentary Franchise, House of Commons Library
Research Paper 13/14, 1 March 2013, 1-5.
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Research Questions and Design
At first glance it would seem that the primary qualifier for the franchise in
nineteenth-century Britain was sex, since only men could vote. Yet, there were far more
men who were excluded from the franchise than were included. So how was it that, when
sex was clearly one of the most vital qualifications for the vote, many British males were
left without it? What was the dividing factor that separated some men from the
politically empowered of their sex? Since only certain men were permitted to vote in
early-nineteenth century Britain, it would appear that only men who demonstrated
qualities of the ideal dominant masculinity received the franchise. Of course, that
determination gives way to the further question of how it was that more and more men, of
different social classes, and eventually women, were gradually included in the
parliamentary electorate. These preliminary inquiries gave rise to the guiding research
questions of this project: how did the intersection of gender and class influence the
British Reform Acts from 1832 to 1928, and what does an examination of that
intersection reveal to historians today about gender and access to Victorian political
power? To break these weighty questions down, this study seeks to use the debates
surrounding British Parliamentary reform as a space of construction, contestation, and
renegotiation of the image of the ideal voter. Within that space, this study seeks to
answer the following questions: what did the language of those debates say about
idealized masculinity and femininity in nineteenth century Britain and how they related to
the suffrage? How did those ideals change over time? And how did these renegotiations
influence the gendered identity of the ideal voter?

4

The line between those men who had the suffrage and those who did not is often
summarily described as a difference in property. While that was true to some extent, the
theories behind holding property as the main qualifier had much more to do with an
individual’s identity than they did the property itself. It was what that property
represented that qualified the man for a place in the electorate. Property ownership and,
later, the maintenance of a household represented a man’s respectability and virtue. The
stability implied by such traits was how political elites and early members of the
electorate saw themselves as citizens and as men. Their insistence that future voters
needed to possess these traits was an attempt to perpetuate the gendered and classed
controls on the stability of the electorate and, therefore, the nation. So, while the surface
issue of reform was often property in its various manifestations, the deeper determinant
of which men were in and which were out politically was one of class and gender
identity.
This study seeks to investigate the contributing factors of the common discourse
of political enfranchisement in nineteenth-century Britain as it related to the class and
gender of potential voters. Historians have extensively investigated British gender
identity, the women’s suffrage movement, World War I, and the completion of universal
male suffrage, but as separate scholarly issues. The study of these topics in a vacuum
does a disservice, however, to their interconnectedness. Working-class men found
themselves fighting against not only the hegemonic masculine controls of government to
solidify their identity, but also against the constraints of their economic class and the
battle for suffrage waged by women. At the same time, women were fettered by their
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inability to portray the mandatory masculine traits of the ideal voter without soiling their
feminine identity.
During the debates surrounding the 1832 Act, working-class men challenged the
limited scope of property qualification. Because the suffrage was believed to be a
privilege of the respectable and not a right of all men, political elites limited workingclass men’s admittance into the franchise until 1867 in the boroughs and 1884 in the
counties. In 1884-85, discussions of education and the skill of male agricultural workers
emerged as the limiting factors. As the twentieth century approached, women’s call for
suffrage was restricted by the insistence on participation in the policing of the nation and
empire as a qualification for the vote. The research design behind this study is to
systematically examine the language of political debates, pamphlets, and some personal
correspondence as indicators of the changes in the common discourse about the franchise.
By reconstructing that discourse and the challenges made to it throughout the reform era,
I seek to construct an understanding of the narrative of suffrage for both men and women
in Britain through the course of the nineteenth century.

Historiographical and Theoretical Framework
A rich historical literature stresses Britain’s unhurried, tentative course toward
democracy. The focus of that body of work, until fairly recently, has been on overt
political contestation – Political Unions, external pressure for reform prior to 1832 – and
on high-political maneuvering, most notably in 1867. In contrast to this thread of
scholarship, my study contributes to a more recent trend which focuses on the politics of
gender. My specific concern is who political “insiders” saw as deserving of the vote and
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the language they used to describe those future voters. The debates of these insiders,
over notions of voter fitness, revealed a number of highly gendered traits – character,
judiciousness, responsibility, and aptitude – which contributed to the gendered discourse
of voter qualification.
Since there exists no gendered examination of the Reform Acts as a whole, an
assessment of the relevant historiography for this project is a piecemeal collection of
relevant but not innately connected historical threads. The ideal study would be written
by a committee of scholars specializing in a number of British historical fields – scholars
of British class divisions, the abolition movement, nineteenth-century gender and
sexuality, the women’s suffrage movement (including the anti-suffragists), gender theory,
nineteenth-century British political history, and British imperial politics. Rather than
tracing all these lines of thought to their convergent point in the discussion of the
negotiation of the electorate within the British Reform Acts, I wish instead to refer to
relevant early treatments of gender and the franchise here and, later, to pinpoint specific
works from each of the other relevant fields in the chapters in which they are pertinent.
This project is meant to be an examination of competing quests for the vote, by
men and women of varying classes, and how those different groups were often pitted
against each other rhetorically. It is the goal of this project to achieve what Joan Scott
called for in her influential article “Gender: A Useful Category for Analysis”: a historical
investigation that reveals the reciprocal relationship between masculinities and
femininities, with each side depending on the other for the formation of its identity. 7
British political debates during the reform era provide a rich historical context for such an

7

Joan W. Scott, “Gender: A Useful Category of Analysis,” The American Historical Review 91
(1986): 1070.
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analysis, as it was a period when, for the first time, both men and women were
considered for the franchise on the basis of their gender and their class. Joan Scott has
argued that because the “conscious ideas of masculine and feminine are not fixed” and
“vary according to contextual usage,” it is beneficial to look at constructs of gender
within one society over a specific period of time in regards to one issue.8 Scott defines
gender as “a constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived differences
between the sexes, and gender is a primary way of signifying relationships of power.”9
This two-part definition of gender, paired with Scott’s call for the consideration of gender
not just in the family but in the labor market, education, and the polity, reveals the need
for projects like this one that forefronts gender – both masculinity and femininity – in the
negotiation over political inclusion.
At first glance the political realm appears to be a challenging space to juxtapose
expectations of women and men, since that sphere was solely occupied by men, at least
physically. Without the presence of women to help establish the discourse of dominant
masculinity, the field of politics remained rather self-exclusionary. The focus of many
scholars of masculinity is more often based on men’s connections to the domestic sphere
and their occupations, particularly where the comparison of competing or comparable
female behaviors existed. Thus, for example, John Tosh stresses the movement of
Victorian men out of the home and solely into economic endeavors as the means to male
identity formation, particularly within the middle and upper classes.10 Keith McClelland
also connects manhood to the domestic sphere by suggesting that “family was at the
8

Scott, 1063-1064.
Ibid., 1067.
10
John Tosh, “Domesticity and Manliness in the Victorian Middle Class: The Family of Edward
White Benson,” in Manful Assertions: Masculinities in Britain since 1800, Michael Roper and John Tosh,
Eds. (London and New York: Routledge, 1991), 68.
9
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centre of the discourses about working-class life” and of the masculine identities of
working-class men.11 Despite the popularity of the home and workplace as a space for
analyzing masculinity in Victorian Britain, McClelland has also offered a unique study of
masculinity and the quest for reform around the 1867 Act. McClelland presented the
working-class man as an agent of popular politics “who represented himself in terms of
his work, his independence, and his respectability.”12 His characterization of working
men and their political coming out is particularly relevant to the conclusions here. The
analysis presented in this dissertation is in part inspired by McClelland’s conclusions, and
is meant to link his findings to the broader century-long reform narrative. I also wish to
pair the formation of such political identity on the part of working-class men with
women’s quest for the vote and its influence on the conceptualization of femininity.
A number of other pioneering scholars in the history of Victorian masculinity
have pointed to the significant contributions that could be made in the field of
masculinity through an examination of politics. Thus John Tosh and Michael Roper state
in Manful Assertions that the “immense potential for historical insight into the politics of
masculinity remains largely untapped.”13 Along the same lines, Joan Scott describes
political history as “the stronghold of resistance to the inclusion of material or even
questions about women and gender.”14 Tosh has argued that in order to give masculinity
its proper weight in the historiography of the nineteenth century, we must move away

11

Keith McClelland, “Masculinity and the ‘Representative Artisan’ in Britain, 1850-80,” in in
Manful Assertions: Masculinities in Britain since 1800, Michael Roper and John Tosh, Eds. (London and
New York: Routledge, 1991), 86.
12
Keith McClelland, “‘England’s Greatness, the Working Man’,” in Defining the Victorian
Nation: Class, Race, Gender, and the Reform Act of 1867, eds. Catherine Hall, Keith McClelland, and Jane
Rendall (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000): 71-118, 116.
13
Michael Roper and John Tosh, Eds., Manful Assertions: Masculinities in Britain since 1800
(London and New York: Routledge, 1991), 4.
14
Scott, “Gender,” 1070.
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from the “compartmentalized” tendency within gender studies to examine men in the
workplace, home, and political sphere simultaneously.15 In that same work Tosh echoes
Davidoff and Hall in their claim that a man’s masculinity went hand-in-hand with the
nature of his paid work and his responsibility as the head of the house.16 Men’s identities
within British society were complex constructs of their varying, and often, competing
roles. Tosh’s call for a more integrated examination of masculinity is formative to this
study. I argue here that a man’s wage-earning ability, property ownership, identity as
householder, and aptitude for responsible behavior all played key parts in establishing the
image of the ideal voter. Those men who displayed such traits deemed indicative of the
dominant masculine identity were far more likely to be enfranchised.
In addition to the historical scholarship on masculinity in England, the
sociological analysis of masculinity in its varying forms is particularly relevant to an
exploration of the revelations of gender in the reform debates. R.W. Connell and James
Messerschmidt have argued that a number of different masculinities exist in society and
compete for social and political authority. Those men who subscribe to the idealized
“hegemonic” masculinity, identified by the “culture, institutions, and persuasion” of a
society, experience a certain “ascendancy.”17 For example, demonstrating qualities like
heterosexuality, economic wealth, and intelligence can open doors that would otherwise
be locked to men who do not portray such characteristics. “Hegemonic masculinity,” in
Connell and Messerschmidt’s opinion, dominated other subjugated masculinities and, of
15

John Tosh, “Masculinities in an Industrializing Society: Britain, 1800-1914” in Journal of
British Studies 44 (April 2005), 330-342: 331.
16
Tosh, “Masculinities,” 332. See also Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes:
Men and Women of the English Middle Class, 1780-1850, revised edition, (London and New York:
Routledge, 2002).
17
R. W. Connell and James W. Messerschmidt, “Hegemonic Masculinity: Rethinking the
Concept,” Gender and Society 19 (December 2005): 832.
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course, femininity. In addition, they claimed that hegemonic masculinity provides “a
way of theorizing gendered power relations among men, and understanding the
effectiveness of masculinities in the legitimation of the gender order.”18 It must be noted,
though, that these conceptualizations of the different forms of masculinity are
controversial.
A number of scholars suggest that Connell’s categories of masculinity are far too
restrictive. They also argue that such categories imply there is only one type of power to
be obtained through gender performance. For example, Ben Griffin has argued that in
“the Victorian period we find that the theory of hegemonic masculinity fails to
acknowledge the multiplicity of competing sets of gender norms that circulated before the
emergence of a mass culture.” Griffin has maintained that the identities of working-class
men were rooted in local communities, making it difficult to analyze a broader “shared
national working-class culture.”19 While these criticisms and concerns are certainly
valid, Connell’s arguments offer a useful way of categorizing varying manifestations of
masculine behavior simultaneously present in society.20 Griffin’s insistence on localized
working-class cultures does not discount the fact that Parliament served as a central

R. W. Connell, Masculinities. 2nd Ed. (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California
Press, 2005), xviii.
19
Ben Griffin, The Politics of Gender in Victorian Britain: Masculinity, Political Culture and the
Struggle for Women’s Rights (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012) 169.
20
For more on “hegemonic masculinity” and British history see Karen D. Pyke, “Class-Based
Masculinities: The Interdependence of Gender, Class, Interpersonal Power,” in Gender and Society Vol,
10, 5 (October 1996), 527-549; Linda McDowell, “The Men and the Boys: Bankers, Burger Makers, and
Barmen,” in Spaces of Masculinity, Bettina van Hoven and Katherine Horchelmann, eds., (London and
New York: Routledge, 2005); Stefan Dudink, Karen Hagemann, and John Tosh,eds., Masculinities in
Politics and War: Gendering Modern History, (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press,
2004); Kathryn Gleadle, Borderline Citizens: Women, Gender and Political Culture in Britain, 1815-1867
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009); Sonya O. Rose, “’Good’ vs. ‘Militant’ Citizens: Masculinity,
Protest, and the ‘Civil’ Public in Britain between 1867 and 1939,” in Civil Society and Gender Justice:
Historical Comparative Perspectives, Karen Hagemann, Sonya Michel, and Gunilla Budde,eds., (New
York and Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2008) and John Tosh, Manliness in Nineteenth Century Britain:
Essays on Gender, Family, and Empire (New York: Pearson Longman, 2005).
18

11

policing point at least for the type of man included in the electorate. Furthermore, while
the dominant masculinity varied based on region and the influence of class, there seems
to have been no variation in the exclusion of women for a long time. A number of gender
historians have identified the usefulness of Connell’s conception of masculinity in “its
focus on a ‘culturally exalted’ form of masculinity in a set of hierarchic relations with
femininity and other, marginalized and subordinate, masculinities.”21
Rather than use the more controversial and static term “hegemonic masculinity,” I
refer, in this study, to a fluctuating idealized dominant masculinity, prioritized by
members of Parliament who debated the qualities of the ideal voter. My use of such
terminology employs John Tosh’s argument that “the dominant masculinity is
constructed in opposition to a number of subordinate masculinities,” and is “by definition
liable to insecurity” and revision.22 Applying the notion of competing classed
masculinities to Victorian British politics allows for a unique recreation of class and
gender power dynamics at work in the assumptions behind the five Reform Acts. Within
subsequent debates over which men were fit to possess the parliamentary vote, friction
emerged between the masculine ideals of the political elite and the masculine identities of
working-class men. The dominant masculinity idealized by the political system and other
versions of masculinity represented by other men seeking the suffrage are vital to the
conversation here.
It must be noted that while MPs may have been the gatekeepers of this politically
enfranchised ideal masculinity, they did not necessarily exhibit masculinity of the highest
form themselves. In nineteenth-century Britain, parliamentary leaders helped
21

Dudink, Masculinities in Politics and War, xiii.
John Tosh, Manliness and Masculinities in Nineteenth Century Britain: Essays on Gender,
Family, and Empire (New York: Pearson Longman, 2005) 42,45.
22
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characterize the construction of contemporary dominant masculinity through the
verbalization of their expectations for voters. MPs wielded social power through their
control of Parliament, which allowed them to determine who was admitted to the
franchise. This is not to say that all MPs were particularly “masculine” in their own
performance. Ben Griffin has argued that a number of MPs utilized their position of
authority, especially in their speeches, as an opportunity for masculine posturing.23 Their
own personal performance of masculine duties may not have been emblematic of manly
sexuality or behavior. However, MPs did serve as the gatekeepers of the electorate, and
their use of measurements based on ideal masculinity as they saw it determined which
men (and women) could vote. For many years, it was only those who demonstrated the
qualities of the elite male who could participate in politics. As a result, the debates
surrounding the reform bills in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries revealed the
expectations MPs held for those men of the working class wishing to obtain the vote.
The dialogue regarding idealized masculinity as a qualification for
enfranchisement was further complicated by working-class men and their proponents,
who sought to either demonstrate their adherence to the idealized masculinity or
challenge its dominance. While Connell suggests that hegemonic masculine culture is
used by lower-class masculinities as a means of ascendancy, I wish to complicate this
notion somewhat. Rather than suggesting that working-class men and women (of all
classes) sought to imitate the enfranchised gender identity, I argue that spokespeople for
women and working-class men and their political interests sought to negotiate their own
compatibility with that of the idealized voter, only on their own terms. Many sought to
prove that they adhered to the idealized identity of the voter in their own unique ways.
23
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Language used in parliamentary debates, political pamphlets, and newspapers revealed a
rhetorical debate in which the discourse of electoral admission was challenged by the
self-identification of deserving women and working-class men. Instead of implying that
working men adopted an elite type of masculinity in order to rise in society, I will suggest
that some proponents of reform insisted that working men developed their own
respectable identity because they were, in fact, respectable in their own right.24 There
were certainly some reformers who urged men and women to rise up to meet current
criteria. But others insisted that the criteria ought to be changed to include other
deserving populations. These competing forms of masculine identity, often based along
classed lines, point to the importance of class analysis as well.
Gareth Stedman Jones and John Davis have both supported the developing
perspective on working-class identity as it emerged through interaction with middle-class
politics. Stedman Jones, in his “Working Class Culture and Working Class Politics,”
portrays the urban laboring class as a group of men who established a tone of political
conservatism in the face of middle-class attempts at recreating it in their own image.25 In
“Slums and the Vote,” John Davis has argued that the 1867 Act demonstrated “general
bias against the working class,” and that working men were forced to manipulate the
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system in order to get their names placed on the voters’ lists.26 Similarly, Trygve
Tholfsen argued that respectable working-class identity developed, not in attempts to
conform to the elite but, rather, on their own terms. These works are helpful in
reimagining a working-class identity in conjunction with the class’s quest for political
recognition. They fall short, however, of adding gender identity as a complicating factor
to their analysis.
This study is, of course, not just an examination of men and the parliamentary
franchise. Thus, the historiography of women’s participation in politics plays a role in
the construction of the narrative of gendered political inclusion. The works of Susan
Kingsley Kent and Patricia Hollis fostered the examination of female participation in
British politics and the resulting implications gender had on political enfranchisement.27
Kent’s analysis centered more on broader national political campaigns, while Hollis
focused on the role of women in local politics. Similarly, Kathryn Gleadle has examined
alternative ways women were able to participate in politics beyond the vote.28 Anna
Clark established a strong link between gender and qualification for the franchise,
arguing that “masculinity was the fundamental basis for citizenship in Britain,” until
1918.29 Brian Harrison and Julia Bush have established anti-suffragist women as
politically motivated and empowered actors. The devotion of “Antis” to their
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performance of ideal feminine behaviors led to the formation of a league whose sole
purpose was to prevent women from getting the vote.30
The extensive scholarship since the 1980s concerning women’s participation in
British politics in various capacities – locally, nationally, officially, and unofficially – all
contributes to the backdrop of this study.31 The sum of its parts suggest a number of
conclusions. First, women were divided in their desire for the vote. Second, British
women received voting privileges at the local level far earlier than they did the
parliamentary vote. Finally, women found for themselves, and often were given by men,
ways to participate in informal capacities in a number of political situations. This study
certainly owes a great debt to these contributions to the complex historical image of the
female political participant over a number of issues broadly named the “woman
question,” not just the vote. However, the primary focus of this study is the
parliamentary franchise and, as a result, local and municipal franchises receive relatively
little attention.
Because Britons held Parliament and its members in high esteem, the vote for
those members was valued in a way that validated the restrictions placed around it.
While the Victorians certainly valued local participation in citizenship, there was a
distinction between that admiration for local citizenship and the reverence of national
citizenship. In the Victorian era particularly, Parliament was an institution popular as
both a symbol of social status and of Britishness at its best. According to Jose Harris,
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“membership of the House of Commons . . . was the ultimate badge of social status.”32
Its late-night meetings matched more “the nocturnal habits of fashionable men-about
town” than the requirements of a democratic government.33 Peter Mandler has argued
that “the nature of Parliament . . . was thought to be ‘characteristically’ English.”34 In
terms of its political reputation, Parliament was to be admired for its high-ground politics.
The existence of Parliament was symbolic of the “ancient constitution,” as it was “the
symbol of resistance to an overbearing executive” and the revered brand of British
democracy.35 Prior to the rise of mass politics in Britain, Parliament was believed to
exist above the petty details of popular politics. Jonathan Parry has argued that
“Parliamentary politics before 1885 was not concerned with electoral appeals and
benefits to anything like the extent that became routine during the twentieth century.”36
Because Parliament was serious business, it is no wonder that Britons saw voting for
Members of Parliament to be a serious privilege. Voting for MPs was often characterized
as a “trust” that could not be entrusted to just anyone. Thus this study targets the
parliamentary franchise exclusively as the space for examining the gendered
qualifications of earning such a privilege as voting for MPs.
Beyond the historiographical context and the theorization of gender identity, the
theoretical framework of this project rests upon a general structure of discourse analysis.
This study, at its core, is a conversation about a conversation – specifically, the debates
about franchise extension over the course of more than a century. Using the language of
32
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the debates that determined who measured up to the qualifications of the idealized voter
is an assessment of the discourse of electoral formation and the imagining of the British
citizen. In that regard, this study rests heavily on the well-known “linguistic turn” in
historical studies. Gareth Steadman Jones’ “Rethinking Chartism” demonstrates the
value in exploring the role of language in the development of ideals and identities within
a group. Much as Stedman Jones claimed that “the ideology of Chartism cannot be
constructed in abstraction from its linguistic form,” I argue that the language of political
elites on the topic of franchise extension was a vantage point for examining the general
discourse about class, gender, and political power.37 This study privileges the written and
spoken word, particularly in the political realm, in the creation of the discourse
surrounding political empowerment. There were, of course, other contributors to the
multimodal discourse surrounding the nineteenth-century British parliamentary electoral
system. For example, the way working-class men dressed during demonstrations, or the
political mechanisms they used instead of violence to express their views, both
demonstrated an attempt to challenge, but in appropriate ways, the dominant political
discourse. At times I acknowledge some of these other discursive modalities. But the
focus here is on the literal language describing and considering political inclusion. When
I speak of discourse within this study, I am referring to the existence of commonly held
assumptions about who was fit to exercise the vote which were based on commonly
accepted expectations of gender, often reinforced by unquestioned narratives of science
and nature.
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The language used by MPs to criticize, support, debate, and qualify the five major
Reform Acts is found in parliamentary records, newspapers, pamphlets, and the
correspondence of government officials. This language provided images of individuals
whom political elites deemed worthy of the vote. In other words, this study positions the
rhetoric surrounding reform debates as an indicator of the broader discourse surrounding
deserving voters. Simultaneously, these discussions also provide access to a way of
viewing the British idea of manhood “in a constant process of construction” through the
Victorian period and beyond.38 The use of these political debates as an arena for
examining the discourse of political inclusion, how it was challenged, perpetuated, and
altered, provide a number of intriguing conclusions as it is assessed again and again over
the course of the reform era. The attempts of varying classes of men and women to
demonstrate that they belonged within the electorate represented a challenge to the
common political discourse, and an attempt to revise that discourse to allow for their
inclusion.
The theoretical basis and primary source material of this study yield two
particular limitations which should be named. First, the prioritization of written and
spoken words about the reform acts admittedly limits its scope. There were certainly
other, non-verbal boundaries that contributed to the common political discourse of the
Reform era. For example, Westminster was a particularly gendered and classed space,
inclusive of only certain groups of people. Likewise, the texts analyzed here do limit to
some extent the voices heard in that they were public debates, speeches, and published
political tracts all intended for public consumption. The second, and perhaps the most
significant, limitation of this study is that the primary source materials consulted
38
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represent politically motivated opinions of men of the higher tiers of society. With the
exception of female authors of pamphlets and some women’s speeches, the majority of
the source materials are derived from male-dominated political conversations. Thus, a
reader of this study must keep in mind that what is being presented here is what elite
political men were saying about male and female disenfranchised classes. This
perspective, while limited, is still valuable in that it allows for analysis of the
conversation about reform and the connection of the vote to idealized gender
performance even if the working-class voice is only obtained second-hand. I would argue
that these limitations are justifiable given the study’s focus on the public discussion of
voter inclusion, since my arguments center on asserted and repeated discourses in the
especially public assembly of Parliament.

The “Great Reform Act”
The 1832 Reform Act serves as the jumping-off point of this study. The act
legally barred women from possessing the vote, thus making sex a primary qualification
for the vote. The debates were primarily concerned with issues of redistribution and
rotten boroughs, but there were some important signals about the role class and gender
would play in the coming decades of the reform era. While blatantly stating the
exclusion of women, the 1832 Act also indicated that property qualifications for the vote
were subject to reconsideration. These two developments in the first installment of
reform would set the stage for the decades of reform to follow.
To be sure, Britons had been arguing for revisions to the Parliamentary franchise
for several decades prior to the 1830s. Since the late eighteenth century, many insisted
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that the British parliamentary system needed to be rid of rotten boroughs and
opportunities for voter fraud. Beginning in the 1770s, John Cartwright, often known as
the “father of reform,” wrote a number of tracts in favor of such changes.39 However, it
was not until after the turn of the century that demands for reform received realistic
consideration within the House of Commons. The turn of the century brought with it
fears of continental unrest spreading across the channel. Disenfranchised classes began
to demonstrate their frustration publicly, thus embodying what some believed the
validation of such fears. Events like the 1819 demonstration in St. Peter’s field,
Manchester, which resulted in the death of a number of protestors, signaled the growing
popular support for reform. Fear of violence and unrest also motivated MPs to seriously
consider changes in distribution of seats the electorate. While the early publications and
events contributed to the rise of reform as a political issue, this study begins in 1830, just
as the first reform bill was being discussed in the Commons.
The details of the 1832 Act indicate some of its far-reaching implications for the
longer era of reform and the conclusions of this dissertation. By the 1830s, a majority of
the British population insisted upon Parliamentary initiatives to increase the fairness of
representation and to clean up rotten boroughs. The most important change affected by
the 1832 Act was removing seats in the Commons for sparsely populated boroughs that
returned MPs to the Commons. The boroughs in greatest need of reform were those such
as Newport or Gatton that sent MPs to the Commons based on the votes of just a few
dozen individuals, not to mention the more famous “rotten boroughs” of Old Sarum and
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Dunwich.40 More and more politicians grew unwilling to tolerate a system in which
fifteen MPs sat in the House of Commons representing just “2,391 electors.”41 Priority
was given to disenfranchising these “rotten boroughs” in the first Reform Act, thus
limiting the conversation about voter traits in this early stage. The more pertinent
question was which constituencies those seats should go to once they were taken from the
less deserving boroughs.
To this end, the first Reform Act was also expected to remedy the incongruity of
representation between rotten boroughs and expanding industrial cities. Under the old
system, small communities and pockets of a few propertied voters had several
representatives, while large cities such as Manchester were without any representation.
Journalists and MPs alike argued that the ideal reform bill would provide representation
“to large, populous, and wealthy towns” that had previously been unrepresented.42
Increased wealth through industrialization resulted in growing industrial towns. Yet, the
possessors of that industrial wealth had few votes with which to exercise any influence
over the government or protect their propertied interests. Correspondence between Lord
Melbourne and Lieutenant Drummond in 1831, directing the investigation into the need
for Parliamentary reform, prioritized the equality of representation across geographic
expanses of the nation. The primary concern of the Government-appointed reform
committee was disenfranchising boroughs that returned disproportionate numbers of
representatives compared to their tiny populations and enfranchising huge cities that had
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sprung up since the last time voting districts, or boroughs, had been determined.43 The
significance of revising the distribution of seats to accommodate growing industrial cities
went beyond minor reallocation. Entertaining the idea of such a change indicated a
possible shift in who might qualify as fit to wield the vote, particularly in regards to their
economic status. With the inclusion of industrial capitalists, no longer would genteel
landowners stand as the only rightful members of the electorate. The identity of the voter
as it was demonstrated through his property ownership and capital was nebulous to say
the least, and the negotiations of that voter identity would continue over the next century.
MPs were faced with the challenging task of measuring which communities fit the
qualification for filling their own seats in Parliament. Such an assessment required some
form of measurement to indicate their need and qualification. Thus Lord Melbourne
instructed the Reform Bill Review Committee to determine the number of these
“qualifying houses” using information from the tax offices of these places. They were to
look at records regarding house duties and poor rates paid by those individuals, because
the requirement for being a householder with the vote was that all taxes and poor rates be
paid.44 With such a directive, Melbourne inadvertently posited an alternative form of
qualification for the vote based on individual economic achievement. The proposed
reform bill stated that only when a city or borough had 300 inhabitants that occupied
houses worth £10 a year or more could they vote for Members of Parliament to represent
them in the House of Commons. This stipulation brought into consideration the
possibility that certain men, who maintained a home of a certain value, deserved a say in
their own governmental representation.
43
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The establishment of such a means of qualification had a great number of
implications on decades of reform debates to come. This qualification, known as
“household suffrage,” assumed that “men could qualify for the vote as heads of
household who paid local taxes or rates.”45 It supported the idea that Victorian
masculinity was predicated on an ability to maintain a home and a family. According to
John Tosh, in Victorian England, “setting up a household [was] the essential qualification
for manhood.”46 A shift from previous conceptions of masculinity can be seen in the
image of the householder alone. No longer was it necessary for a man to own his own
property directly. Rather, his worth could be reflected in profits from industrial
endeavors and the lodgings he rented or owned with those earnings. As MPs began to
seriously consider the householder, the “respectable taxpayer” became synonymous with
one “deserving the vote.”47 Under the householder statute, even certain renters would
have qualified to be on the register as long as their rent was above a certain amount per
year and their poor rates and property taxes were paid to the municipality. The
householder provision prioritized residency over property ownership. Whether it was a
shop, apartment, or house, as long as the property was inhabited for twelve months or
more and met the value requirement, the resident could register for the vote. This major
change in the image of the ideal voter suggested that this image remained open to
negotiation, conceivably to the point that it would include new classes of men. The
playing out of those negotiations make up the majority of the present study.
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Chapter Synopses
This study is arranged both chronologically and thematically around the debates
over the Reform Acts and newly enfranchised populations. The chapters address the
Reform Acts chronologically and target the specific shifts in the discourse of franchise
reform unique to each segment of debate. This study assumes that the era of reform was
not a teleological march toward democracy. Rather, the various installments of reform
represented different stages of a nuanced conversation about the identity of those who
should possess political power. Instead of merely including more and more individuals in
the electorate, these stages took unexpected twists and turns. Therefore, each chapter,
and each stage of reform, represented a new challenge to the image of the ideal voter.
Sometimes these challenges were successful in renegotiating who qualified as worthy of
the vote and, thus, resulted in an expanded electorate and a revision to the general
discourse of political participation. Other times these challenges were not successful,
leaving populations still outside the pale of the constitution. The most telling moments
throughout the reform era were when competing groups of potential voters vied for
inclusion simultaneously, but only one was successful. Each chapter examines the
idealized voter of the time, as characterized in contemporary debate, and how MPs
described potential voters in contrast with that image.
Chapter one addresses emerging connections between gender and suffrage
between the passage of the 1832 and 1867 Reform Acts. Here I argue that the
negotiations over the coming Second Reform Act exposed an implicit conversation about
the compatibility of working-class masculinity and the dominant masculinity serving as a
qualifier for the vote. The passage of the 1832 Act, which officially codified the de facto
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exclusion of women from the parliamentary electorate, inadvertently brought into
consideration the qualification of gender as a means of obtaining the vote. Since all
women and most men were still excluded from the franchise, the subsequent acts were
formed by debating the compatibility of certain subordinate versions of masculinity, as
well as femininity, with the dominant masculinity represented in the political system.
Debates surrounding the 1867 Act in particular represent the earliest attempts of
reformers to redefine the masculine identity of the voter to include working-class men.
The process included demonstrating where working-class masculinity was compatible
with the idealized masculinity of enfranchised classes of men. Proponents also played off
fears of working-class venality to encourage expanding the electorate.
My second chapter incorporates the debates surrounding the 1867 Act with
debates that followed in the 1870s and 1880s. It examines the emergence of women’s
suffrage in the debates about electoral reform just prior to the passage of the 1867 Act
and follows the movement to its first real disappointment in the passage of the 1884/85
Act. By analyzing the language used in these early debates about women’s suffrage, I
argue that idealized femininity was deemed incompatible with the masculine realm of
parliamentary politics based purely on assumptions of gender. Fears that participation in
parliamentary politics would unsex or masculinize women, even though they already had
the municipal vote by 1867, allowed MPs to avoid enfranchising single, female property
owners. This conversation about the growing political consciousness of women as
potential voters brought into even starker relief the reliance of political elites on gender as
a key qualification for the vote.

26

The passage of the Third Reform Act proved disappointing for those hoping for
approval of the female vote; but the agricultural workers in county constituencies stood
as the beneficiaries of the act. The juxtaposition of those two groups serves as the
primary subject of the third chapter. That chapter examines the simultaneous debates
over women’s suffrage and county householder suffrage as the third installment of reform
in the 1880s. I argue that, although propertied women were the more likely candidates to
receive the vote in 1884, male householders in the counties were enfranchised instead
because their political spokesmen were able to argue that their working-class masculinity,
characterized by hard, physical labor, correlated with the dominant masculinity of the
political system. Women, although a better match to the criteria of respectability
highlighted in the debates leading to the 1867 Act, were left out because of their
femininity.
The final two chapters of this study are closely related. The fourth chapter
addresses the rhetorical shifts of both pro- and anti- women’s suffrage arguments after
the strange outcome of the 1884 Act. In this chapter, I argue that opponents of women’s
suffrage developed a new, deeply-gendered trope of voter qualification based on
“physical force,” while female suffragists moved steadily toward radical suffragism as a
way to prove their willingness to fight and their desire for the vote. Chapter five
demonstrates the illogical nature of the physical force argument in a nation where most
fighting men did not have the vote, which was put on display with the coming of the
Great War. I contend that the physical force argument, combined with failed
volunteerism, the adoption of conscription, and the willingness of female Britons to work
in vital industries during World War I, broke down the narrative of patriarchal protection
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that had kept women outside of the parliamentary electorate. Women’s willingness to
fight, juxtaposed as it was against the narrative of shirkers and conscientious objectors,
presented women as particularly shining examples of citizens worthy of the vote.
The dissertation’s conclusion, while tying together the themes of the piece, also
assesses the significance of the 1928 Reform Act. This chapter maintains that the thirtyyear age restriction for female voters between 1918 and 1928 proved that even when
women finally were admitted to the franchise, they were still deemed inferior and
subjected to property restrictions much as men were with earlier acts. By examining the
language surrounding the five major Reform Acts in Britain, this study posits that the
debates over these Acts were a space for challenging and renegotiating the common
discourse about gender and access to political power. As more and more classes of men,
and eventually women, were added to the electorate, the idealized image of the voter
shifted to accommodate that expansion. An analysis of this changing political discourse
provides a unique perspective on the changing relationship between class and gender as it
related to the vote in Britain from 1832 to 1928.
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Chapter 2 - Widening the Door: Negotiating Respectable Masculinity and the
Vote in the 1867 Reform Act

It is notorious that the working classes have for the last thirty years made great progress
in education; that their moral and social condition has very much improved; and that
many of them are now well qualified for the exercise of the parliamentary franchise.1
-

Petition to the House of Commons by
Inhabitants of Wakefield, 9 March 1859

The sentiments of the inhabitants of Wakefield presented in the petition excerpt
above were common expressions in the debates prior to the passage of the 1867 Reform
Act. In fact, by 1859, petitions poured into the Commons in support of working-class
entitlement to the suffrage. Many of these petitions argued that men of the working
classes had demonstrated improvements in the areas of fiscal responsibility, intelligence,
and independence – all of which pointed to a general growth in their respectability –
implying that they had become worthy of political representation. In this chapter, I argue
that the preoccupation with respectability as a primary characteristic of men fit for the
franchise was an inadvertent conversation about the gender identity of the British
electorate. More specifically, the traits discussed as measurements of this respectability
were debated and negotiated among parliamentary leaders to determine the men best fit
to be added to the electorate. Members of Parliament, as the gatekeepers of political
inclusion, voiced expectations of an idealized masculinity that deemed a man worthy of
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the vote. While most of the language used in the debate in the 1850s and 1860s was
more coded than overt in its gendered implications, assessment of the qualifications used
to describe “worthy” voters offers evidence that the working-class man fit for the
franchise was expected to embody a specific image of masculinity that corresponded, at
least to a certain degree, with the traits of upper-class and middling men already
enfranchised. The gendered language expressing this ideal and its relationship to the
social class of potential voters in question demonstrated that both gender and class
identity were the central focus in negotiating the next step of electoral reform. MPs
scrutinized and adjusted the characteristics that branded a man respectably masculine,
characteristics deemed the primary indicators of that man’s fitness for the vote. Thus, the
debates surrounding the passage of the 1867 Representation of the People Act involved a
negotiation of the acceptable classed and gendered identity of the enfranchised citizen.
Debates over the 1867 Reform Act featured an idealized form of masculine
identity as the requirement for political inclusion. That masculine identity consisted of
three primary characteristics – property, intelligence, and stability. Those traits defined
the ideal voter and, thus, had to be matched in some way by those men of the working
classes who wished to be included in the franchise. The political spokesmen for the
working classes sought to define them in apposition with this general notion of
respectable masculine behavior in order to prove they were ready to cast votes for
members of Parliament. The idealized image of a respectable man was financially selfsufficient and, therefore, able to provide for himself and his family. This self-sufficiency
prevented any need for government or parish assistance and also allowed for a man’s
direct contribution to the maintenance of society through the payment of rates and taxes.
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A respectable man was also expected to possess a soundness of mind and a political
disinterestedness that allowed him to make fair and rational political decisions beyond his
own personal gain. Steadfast character was paramount, as it allowed a man to make good
and moral choices. Finally, a respectable man required intelligence and education to
ensure that he made proper use of his access to the franchise. Such men were prized as
members of the electorate by the political elite who argued that voters’ individual
respectability fueled the respectability of the broader nation. These expectations were,
for the most part, assumed and unquestioned, making up part of the broader discourse of
the proper citizen.
The complication came in the need for tangible tests which could be put to
potential voters to determine their adherence to these slippery yet desirable traits, and
thus confirm their worthiness for the vote. The discussion of desirable voter traits that
could qualify working-class men as members of the expanded electorate, such as
property-ownership, intelligence, and independence, required the identification of
measurable criteria to assess those traits. This chapter examines the language of MPs
who stood both against and in favor of extending the electorate and how they argued
those characteristics should have been measured. This language demonstrates the
rhetorical shifts in the conceptualization of the identity of the voter and the emerging
compatibility of working-class masculinity with the dominant ideas of manhood believed
to be a qualifier for the vote. Proponents of reform characterized working-class men as
compatible, in their own unique way, with the masculine expectations of ideal voters
which resulted in the passage of the 1867 Representation of the People Act.
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Masculinity and the Vote
The relevance of masculinity in this era of Parliamentary reform was implied
much more than it was openly debated. The connection of masculine identity to the
franchise was rooted in the heralded qualities of the respectable voter, which
corresponded closely with the ideal male. Specifically, a man was expected to earn a
living, provide for himself and his family, and be a discerning master of his own
household. Similarly, a voter in the mid-nineteenth century was expected to have a
distinct record of residence, require no financial assistance from the government, and use
the vote in a wise, disinterested manner. I would suggest that these expectations of the
man and of the voter were domestic and public manifestations of the same idea, mirrored
images of each other in two different realms. Of course the suffrage, in and of itself, was
not masculine. However, the passage of the 1832 Reform Act codified the de facto
exclusion of women from the parliamentary electorate, inadvertently bringing gender into
consideration as a qualification for the vote. Subsequent acts were formed by debating
the compatibility of certain subordinate groups with the idealized image of the voter.
More specifically, because that image so heavily relied on gender roles, most of those
debates compared the compatibility of subordinate versions of masculinity with the
dominant masculinity represented in the political system. In addition, the pairing of traits
typical of the idealized British male with the traits of the ideal voter rendered the vote
both an expression of masculinity and a privilege of those adhering to the prescribed
dominant masculinity of the era. Thus, social shifts and financial growth led more men
of different classes to question their exclusion from what was perhaps the manliest of
privileges – the vote.
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The connection between masculinity, class, and the right to vote in Britain had
been established by working-class political movements in the first half of the nineteenth
century. Historian Anna Clark has argued that the Chartists, for instance, used their
claims of “domesticity . . . to defend working people against attacks on their family
morality and to assert that they deserved political rights.”2 Those demanding the
People’s Charter faced criticisms from “opponents of a wider suffrage” who “denied
working men the vote by claiming that they were not good husbands or fathers.”3
Because “working men were consistently told that they had not yet attained the full
masculine status of the citizen,” they were systematically excluded from the franchise
until that status was gradually renegotiated.4 Similarly, Keith McClelland identified the
roots of the radical reform movement in the early “umbrella” movement of Chartism
prior to its decline in the 1840s.5 The heyday of the Chartist movement fell outside of the
debates leading up to the 1867 bill, but it is necessary to point to it as a moment when
political elites linked respectable masculinity (in the form of fatherhood and morality) to
political enfranchisement. Clark has maintained that anti-reformers’ claims of workingclass inadequacy were met with retorts that men of the working-classes were men too,
“and demanded their own political manhood.”6 Such claims implied that the
development of these radical movements involved an emerging connection between the
identity of manhood and the identity of the citizen.
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The intersections of gender, class, and political power in the mid-nineteenth
century reform era have been increasingly scrutinized by a number of historians.
Catherine Hall, Keith McClelland and Jane Rendall, in their assessment of the discourse
of the 1867 Act, have unpacked the connections between gender and political power as
they shifted in their varying conceptions.7 McClelland, in that same study, argued that a
consequence of the 1867 Reform Act was to “legitimate the working-class citizen” as he
related to the state.8 McClelland posited that the “moral argument for reform” hinged
upon a continuation of the notion that working-class men had “demonstrated their fitness
for the vote” through their demonstrations of virtues of intelligence and respectability as
well as their performance as heads of families.9 The hinging of political performance on
the ability of men to perform masculine duties presented MPs with a vocabulary for
negotiating working-class fitness for the franchise. They were able to debate whether or
not the traits of working-class masculinity measured up to the expectations fostered by
dominant ideals of manliness.
Of course, a central feature in the debating of those different traits is the
supposition that a number of competing masculinities existed and competed for privilege
and power within British society.10 Men would only receive the vote if they embodied
the characteristics of the proper version of masculinity. Stefan Dudink and Karen
Hagemann have urged a need for histories that investigate “masculinity’s various
incarnations by asking which constructions of masculinity were efficacious in
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underwriting arrangements of power, and which ones were not.”11 The debates over
reform in 1867 provide a platform for just such analysis. In examining competing
masculinities in the nineteenth century, John Tosh has argued that one's manliness had
much to do with his standing in the sight of other men. Primary benchmarks for such a
standing included “physical vigor, energy and resolution, courage, and
straightforwardness.”12 The outward display of such attributes, however, was
“’independence’—the capacity to make one’s own way in the world and to be one’s own
master.”13 The primary way of obtaining such independence, i.e. being a ratepayer who
required no poor relief, was through profitable employment.
The notion that there was one dominant, or hegemonic, masculinity that emerged
as the version that served to empower certain men politically is controversial. Some
sociologists and historians insist that labeling various constructions of masculinity is too
restrictive to be useful for historical analysis.14 Yet, the existence of an idealized
masculine identity denoting men who were fit to participate in the parliamentary
franchise corresponds to the discourse of qualification found in the debates surrounding
parliamentary reform. Therefore, we begin with the details of the 1867 Reform bill as the
backdrop for examining the ways these constructions of British masculinity interacted.
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Background to the 1867 Act
While the 1832 Reform Act in Britain has long been referred to as the Great
Reform Act, historians now agree that it did very little to enfranchise working-class men;
instead, it was the 1867 Act that really expanded political power to some of the British
working classes. The general election of 1841 demonstrated that a number of further
reforms were necessary to end the corruption and bribery still visible in the political
system. In addition, working-class men who had been excluded from the 1832 Act
sought political recognition. Debates over who was to be included in the second stage of
franchise reform began in the early 1850s and continued until the final act passed in
1867.
In the early 1850s, a number of Liberal MPs sought to author bills that might
solve the growing political frustrations of the working classes. Locke King, Edward
Baines, and Lord John Russell were among the few who introduced motions of reform to
the Commons in 1850 and 1851. Each of their bills was rejected by both Liberals and
Conservatives. King suggested extending the franchise to £10 occupiers in the counties,
while Baines called for a £6 borough franchise.15 Russell’s bill was a bit more
conservative than the first two in that it sought to “reduce the county tenant franchise to
£20 and the borough qualification to £10 rateable value.” 16 A similar bill authored by
Russell in 1852 was criticized by Radicals, Whigs and Tories; the former argued that it
“did not go far enough” while the latter “denounced it for going too far.”17 Russell
continued to introduce measures that tinkered with the amounts of county and borough
franchise rates and even included gimmicks like “fancy franchises,” dual franchises, and
15
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special voting privileges to specific populations.18 Fancy franchises made provisions for
men who were ministers of religion, holders of university degrees, or owners of a certain
number of pounds in savings to have the vote. Men who were qualified by property and
by one of these fancy franchises could hold two votes. The notion behind dual franchises
came from the desire to reward men who met the residence requirement, while at the
same time, qualifying for one of the fancy franchises. But despite his various bill
designs, Russell was not to be the hero of reform in the mid-nineteenth century.
Although reform had become the rallying cry for many Liberals, the divisions
that developed over the idea thwarted any successful passing of a Liberal-authored
reform bill. William Gladstone took one final shot at reform with a bill introduced in
1866. However, dissatisfied Radicals combined with fearful backbenchers and
Conservatives to block Gladstone’s bill. His bill proposed lowering the borough property
requirement to ₤7 and also recommended removing the “requirement that all rates and
taxes had to be paid by the occupier.”19 Such a change would have opened the door for a
number of borough occupiers who had previously paid their poor rates and taxes through
landlords – also known as compound franchise. Comparatively speaking, Gladstone’s
1866 Reform Bill was modest; its terms would only have allowed the addition of “about
200,000 borough electors.”20 The failure of Gladstone’s bill led to the resignation of his
government, paving the way for Conservatives to take the lead in reform. The end
results, though, were far more expansive than anyone, even the Liberals, had expected.
18
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As Conservatives sought to draft a bill of their own, they faced opposition from
Radicals and Whigs alike. Disraeli’s initial method, much to the chagrin of many of his
party members, was to adopt a majority of Russell’s recommended amendments, even
though that meant descending further down the slippery slope toward democracy. The
administration’s goal was to silence radical complaints by providing the long-requested
household suffrage, only to take it away with trumped-up residency requirements and
other restrictions.21 The problem, though, came with Disraeli’s commitment to making
sure that the Conservative party would be the one responsible for the next stage of
reform. This determination led to a number of concessions that resulted in a much
broader expansion. In order “to maintain his majority,” Disraeli “allowed the allimportant safeguards to slip away.”22 For instance, dual voting and the fancy franchises
were eventually removed. The final version of Disraeli’s bill called for the extension of
the borough franchise to “all householders in a house rated for the poor rate and not in
receipt of poor relief for themselves.”23 The bill also included lodgers “who occupied
lodgings worth ₤10 or more.” 24 The passage of the 1867 Reform bill brought an increase
of nearly 900,000 voters to the electorate in England and Wales, taking the total number
of adult males enfranchised from 20% in 1866 to 36% in 1869.25 The resulting expansion
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of the electorate far surpassed those originally proposed by Liberals, leaving all sides of
the debate rather shocked at the accidental revolution that 1867 proved to be.
Many Conservatives were frustrated by Disraeli’s heavy-handed leadership over
the issue of reform. In a letter discussing a proposed £6 rate-paying franchise, Lord
Carnarvon argued that Disraeli was “attempting to force upon us a scheme that we had
not time to consider.”26 Robert Lowe, in a letter to Lord Carnarvon, quipped that
Conservative meddling in reform showed how the party was “content to adopt at second
hand, the principles of the Whigs.” Such an ideological shift, Lowe argued, would result
in “much evil,” as it represented the party’s “distrust of its own principles.”27 Disraeli’s
quest to pass reform where Liberals had failed resulted in a bill that extended far beyond
what either side had envisioned or desired. Jonathan Parry argues that the final Act
“wrought the most unintentional revolution in the history of British politics. The bill was
amended in line with Liberal thinking in these areas, but from the baseline of borough
household suffrage.”28 Somehow, the Liberals’ intended 200,000 voter increase had
morphed into an “English borough electorate [that] rose from 500,000 to 1.25 million
between 1866 and 1871,” an increase that went beyond “respectability,” in the minds of
many MPs. Many dumbfounded MPs saw such an inadvertent transformation to be
“quite a revolutionary change.”29
The passage of such an act, one that went beyond the initial intentions of even the
Liberal originators, required a unique form of negotiation on the part of its enthusiasts.
As Parliament was the stronghold of idealized masculine identity, soon-to-be voters had
26

Copy of Letter Returned to Lord Carnarvon by W. Malnurbury, Feb 1867. Lord Carnarvon
Papers. Add 60831.
27
Letter from Robert Lowe to Lord Carnarvon, 6 May 1866, Lord Carnarvon Papers, Add 60831.
28
Parry, Rise and Fall, 216.
29
Ibid., 217.

39

to be presented as compatible with the current standards for creating the electorate.
McClelland has argued that, during the era leading up to the second reform bill, working
men were encouraged to display “aspirations to masculine independence, and the
attainment of respectability” as a means of proving themselves worthy of the vote.30
Before admitting them to the franchise, many politicians insisted on the “cultivation of
the respectable and individual working man,” since only respectable workers could be
expected to wield their vote responsibly.31 Thus, the debates leading up to the passage
are a telling conversation about the beliefs of the political elite about the identity of the
electorate as a masculine institution and the need for new electors to match that identity
in some way.
Perhaps even more important in the acceptance of such a change was the ability of
working-class allies to present qualities of certain working-class men as compatible with
the expectations of political elites’ idealized notions of masculinity. Clark has suggested
that “manhood citizenship always had to be earned, rather than claimed as an inherent
human right based on reason.”32 The debates surrounding 1867 supported such an
argument, in that reformer MPs voiced their belief that voting men should be held to high
moral and social standards. Working-class men were eager to demonstrate that they had
earned such a privilege based on their improved status over the course of the 1830s and
1840s. Tosh has argued that the nineteenth century was a period when “the codes of
masculinity observed by the middle and upper classes were modified in accordance with
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the requirements of an entrepreneurial, urbanizing society.”33 Industrial and urban
growth coincided with a growing interest in the vote on the part of the working classes.
Working-class men and their advocates pushed for the inclusion of those who had
previously been neglected by the 1832 Act. The result was long and arduous debates
over how the limitations of the franchise could be altered in a way that would include
those most deserving, while excluding the ignorant and idle.

The Ideal System and the Ideal Voter
To contextualize the language politicians used in their arguments for and against
parliamentary reform, it is necessary to reconstruct the images of the ideal elector and
political system often voiced by MPs. The British political system was described as an
intricate machine that required compatible parts to continue working as it had for so long.
To enfranchise too many unworthy men would be to alter the mechanism of the system
through the use of ill-fitting parts. Many MPs were convinced that the inclusion of the
working classes in the parliamentary electorate would push the system too far toward the
dangers of democracy. Working-class men had been excluded largely because they were
known for “shirking and skiving, for wife-beating, and for assaulting each other in public
places.” Those behaviors left “more than half the male population” of Britain outside of
the “hegemony of bourgeois masculinity,” and therefore excluded from the electorate. 34
Tosh has insisted that this exclusion “was partly a middle-class way of confirming their
own identity, but it also reflected the reality of a working population that lived by quite
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different masculine codes.”35 To those opposed to expanding the franchise, to admit such
a class to the vote would result in the degradation of the electorate as a whole and
damage the integrity of the nation.
Devotees of the current British Parliamentary system pointed to the American
electoral system as the feared result of democracy, what Britain was sure to become if
further reforms were passed. As of 1856, when the state of North Carolina abolished its
property requirements (the last remaining state with such restrictions), the right to vote in
the United States was extended to all white males. The citizens of the United States and
its newly enacted universal white manhood suffrage were often referred to with contempt
in the 1850s and 60s debates. In 1859, Tory MP George Bentinck voiced his disdain for
the political system of the United States. He claimed that the MPs clamoring for
expanded suffrage in Britain would “shake the present constitution to pieces, and find
themselves floundering in all the political degradation of republican America.”36
Similarly, the third Earl Grey argued that the careful manner in which British electors
were selected resulted in a far superior system than that of America. In 1864, Grey
published a tract assessing the positive attributes of the British system compared to the
United States. The faults of the American system, according to Grey, were that “in pure
democracy, power comes from flattery and unworthy compliances,” and that “the people
themselves whose passions and prejudices are encouraged and flattered" prove
"dangerous” to the fair and intellectual administration of the country.37 MPs who
believed urban laborers lacked the intelligence and foresight to vote in a disinterested
35
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manner feared that admittance of such a population to the franchise would result in a
British system much like America’s. Walter Bagehot staunchly opposed the “ultrademocratic theory” of universal suffrage because it removed the control Parliament had
on voters admitted to the electorate. He argued that this practice, which “demands that
every man of twenty-one years of age (if not every woman, too) should have an equal
vote in electing Parliament,” would lead to a parliament full of irrational MPs.38 Such an
electorate would return representatives of the lowest classes, capable of violence and
immorality. Often, MPs spoke of “democratizing" and danger as synonymous, and
suggested that the admission of many unproven voters would result in an influx of
ignorance into the political system. Earl Grey cited intelligence as the key attribute
necessary in a quality voter, claiming that the electorate had to be filled with men holding
“the indispensable qualifications of capacity and knowledge."39 Without the checks of
an intelligent electorate and the wise, propertied MPs they elect, the government would
quickly become "weak, capricious, and tyrannical.”40 Legislators heralded a muchdesired intelligence as a primary indicator of the worthiness of the vote.
Much of respectable masculine identity hinged upon a man’s mental capacity.
Liberals and Conservatives alike agreed in the debates of the mid-nineteenth century that
intelligence and education were vital characteristics of any member of the electorate. It is
not by coincidence that the push for compulsory elementary education emerged in the
1860s, simultaneously with the expansion of the electorate to include urban labourers. In
1867, following the passage of the 1867 Parliamentary Reform Act, Robert Lowe argued
that education “naturally divides itself into two branches – the education of the poor or
38
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primary education, and the education of the middle or upper classes.”41 Lowe’s
comments in debates over the Reform Act itself revealed his anxiety over the admittance
of lower classes into the franchise. He cited working-class ignorance of political matters,
rather than their poverty, as his primary objection against widening the franchise.
According to parliamentary reform naysayers, an aptitude for deference was also
essential for the newly enfranchised working class. It was not enough that these new
voters should understand the political system and their role in it; the newly enfranchised
also needed to recognize that they were to defer to the gentlemen in the classes above
them to make key decisions. Thomas Carlyle published widely regarding his fears of
universal suffrage. Carlyle was opposed to most suffrage extension schemes as a result
of his belief in the leadership of “great men.” He feared the coming enfranchisement of
uneducated members of society and rallied against it. Carlyle argued that universal
suffrage, which would be the end result of continued electoral expansion, would only
result in “solution into universal slush; drownage of all interests divine and human.”42 In
his assessment of the English political system, Walter Bagehot argued that the success of
the Parliamentary constitution depended upon two prerequisites. First, “the mutual
confidence of the electors” meant that only the most qualified voters were involved and
allowed for the practice of deference when necessary.43 Second, those enfranchised
within the English Parliamentary system displayed "a calm national mind” which was
“sufficiently stable to bear the necessary excitement of conspicuous revolutions."44
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Bagehot’s words demonstrate one of the primary reasons why many legislators of the
mid-nineteenth century were so passionate about preventing the admittance of workingclass men into the franchise.
The connection between class and property, property and intelligence, and the
resulting link between intelligence and stability led MPs to fear the instability that would
arise with the inclusion of working-class voters who had not proved themselves free from
the dangers of agitation. Bagehot maintained that simply dumping the privilege of voting
into the laps of working-class men would disrupt the calm system of government England
had enjoyed for as long as property had been a qualifier. He argued that “the mass of
uneducated men could not now in England be told 'go to, choose your rulers;' they would
go wild; their imaginations would fancy unreal dangers, and the attempt at election would
issue in some forcible usurpation.”45 The working-class men affected by the passing of
the 1867 Reform Act were painted as men subject to their whims and emotions, unfit to
wield the vote because of their lack of rationality. Bagehot argued that logic was
necessary for “a good legislature - a legislature competent to elect a sufficient
administrator.”46 The rationality of those enfranchised was necessary, at least those like
Bagehot and Lowe believed, to prevent the infiltration of mob-like persuasion into the
English political system. Working-class men, they feared, were too prone to venality and
were a hazard to the system. Clearly, MPs in a position to hand out voting privileges to
the previously disenfranchised were quite focused on maintaining the stability of the
electoral system. The key to that stability, even according to the most eager of reformers
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in the 1860s, was extending the franchise only to those who demonstrated their
intelligence through perceptible evidence of property and responsibility.

The Shifting Image of Property
Within the debates leading up to the 1867 Act, three characteristics emerged that
marked men most deserving of the suffrage. Parliamentarians argued that only men who
displayed qualities of productivity, intelligence, and independence should be included in
the widening of the electorate. To what degree these traits were requirements for voters
and how best to quantify those traits were the subject of much contention. The
aforementioned qualities were presented as evidence of a man’s respectability, his
stability, and his contribution to the nation, thereby validating his qualification to vote.
Men needed to display a tendency toward respectability as evidence that they would, in
fact, maintain the perceived image of a stable, reputable British political system. All of
these qualities were equated with the identity of politically empowered men. Thus, any
working-class man seeking the vote had to measure up to these standards.
Productivity, intelligence, and independence were rather intangible. Therefore,
establishing legislation that accurately measured such traits and admitted only the most
desirable voters was quite the challenge. Payment of rates, property ownership, and
savings deposits were all tossed around as palpable measurements of such slippery
standards. MPs debated varying amounts of property values and different methods of
paying rates which might help delineate between those desirable members of the working
class and the dangerous residuum. A man’s ability to earn a living, sustain a household,
pay rents, care for his family, and obtain educational opportunities were considered by
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many MPs to be indicators of his adherence to a respectable manly identity. The
assessment of these intertwined traits allowed for a reconstruction of the nuanced, and
often conflicting, expectations of the gendered identity of ideal voters. Clearly these
qualifications often fell along class divisions and revealed varying perceptions of what it
took to be a member of the electorate.
Property values and taxes emerged as the most quantifiable measure of
respectability among potential voters. The conceptualization of property in relationship
to the vote was rather nebulous, as what qualified as propertied qualification for the
register shifted over time. Property had been the first qualifier for those sending
representatives to the House of Commons since its establishment in the thirteenth
century. While the ownership of real estate remained a qualifier, the conversation over
reform suggested a willingness on the part of MPs to negotiate potential alternatives to
land ownership. The passage of the 1832 Act resulted in a weakening of property’s grip
on the franchise, as copy holders and leaseholders in the counties were allowed to register
as long as the property they rented was worth at least ₤50. In the boroughs, the 1832 Act
granted the franchise to householders and occupiers of properties of ₤10. To open up the
electorate to an even broader section of working-class men, these values would need to
be reduced.
As a result, the notion of property in debates surrounding the Second Reform Act
referred to a general ability of British citizens to accumulate wealth and hold on to it
responsibly. MPs had to find property or rent value which would include the more
respectable of working-class men. Property, in the literal sense of land ownership, slowly
faded as the commonly accepted indicator of fitness for the franchise. To be sure,
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though, it would not be altogether abandoned until 1928, when women were enfranchised
on an equal footing with men. As Anna Clark has suggested, "generally, electors were
supposed to be property-holders, since the function of parliament was seen to be the
protection of property."47 If respectable men could be expected to maintain a proper
household and provide for their families, then it was obvious that respectable potential
voters might be anticipated by their financial worth. MPs sought to classify this worth in
multiple ways; men were validated as productive via property ownership, investments,
savings, rate payments, qualifying as householders, and/or by paying enough rent to be
considered lodgers. Yet, making a clear distinction about the value of voters based on
their rate payments was not a simple task. MPs took years to decide on which rate and
rent values best identified the desirable working-class voters.
The concept of the “lodger franchise” emerged in these debates as influential in
the number of working-class men who would find their way to the vote. The lodger
franchise was different from the “householder franchise,” which had been a form of voter
qualification since the late eighteenth century in some “Potwalloper boroughs.” In such a
borough, the right to vote was held by male householders – men who owned a hearth on
which a pot could be boiled. The £10 householder franchise required that, regardless of
the type of property, the resident had to live there for twelve months and pay his rates and
taxes on his own behalf. The 1867 Act brought about the enfranchisement of any
householder whose house was rated for the poor rate, a reduction from the value of ₤10
which had been set by the 1832 Act. More important, though, the 1867 Act determined
that residents whose rates and taxes were paid indirectly through the landlord could also
register. This revision allowed for the enfranchisement of smaller renters, specifically
47
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including more working-class men whose rates and taxes were often part of their rent.
Proponents came to suggest that the ability to maintain possession of a household
supported their respectable nature; whether they owned or rented the roof over their
families’ heads was beside the point.
The ability to maintain a household symbolized the stability that political elites
hoped to maintain within the electorate. The inclusion of established male householders
in the franchise allowed working-class men the opportunity to demonstrate their
respectability without owning property. Clark has argued that “if working men attained
the breadwinner wage and properly took care of their families, they would share a notion
of masculinity with the middle classes, presumably guaranteeing their political
stability."48 It was that stability that the political elite saw as the key to maintaining the
stability of the entire political system. The importance of the concept of stability was
also demonstrated by the presence of the residence requirement for voters. In order to be
added to the register, citizens had to have maintained their present residence for at least
twelve months. The mobile working population of men who, due to seasonal
employment, failed to maintain a consistent residence for at least one year represented the
potential for volatility which MPs wished to keep out of the electorate. Working-class
instability of lodging was perceived to be a concrete demonstration of their instability of
mind and political inaptitude.
Most of the proponents for extending the franchise to working-class men did not
deny property as a primary qualifier. In fact, champions of the working-class cause relied
just as much on the language of property qualifications as those skeptical of the change.
Supporters simply argued that the means of measuring property could come in many
48
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forms. Thus members of the Metropolitan Reform Association argued that “every man,
whether he be the occupier of a whole house, or a lodger in some part of a house, who
has been rated to any parliamentary, county, municipal, or parish rate for six months,”
should be added to the register by the new reform bill.49 Maintaining a household,
whether it was as an occupier or lodger, implied that a man contributed to the stability
and domesticity of the nation. These traits, according to reformers, warranted awarding
of the vote. Petitioners from Edinburgh argued that in Scotland, “where the poor’s-rate
does not universally apply,” the franchise should be given to “all persons who would be
chargeable with any such rate if it were levied.” Yet they still agreed that “a residence of
not less than three months yearly should be required within the county in which the
property is situated.” 50 The mobility of the population, due to seasonal employment,
terrified political elites, who feared that the admission of many seasonally employed
working-class men would not only lead to voter fraud, but would also add to the
instability of the nation. Such fears were ironic considering that these working men were
responsible enough to get work when and where they could, but were considered a
liability because they had to travel to do so.
Vast numbers of petitions throughout the 1850s and 1860s spoke the language of
justice in their claims to the franchise. The exclusion of the industrial classes of the
boroughs and the householders of the counties was a great injustice, they argued.
Petitions from West London, Edinburgh, Tunbridge Wells, Oldham, Carlile, Newcastleupon-Tyne, Blackburn, Stockton, Mayport and many other places argued that the present

49

Address of the Metropolitan Parliamentary Reform Association, Rough Minutes Book of the
Metropolitan Parliamentary Reform Association, in Francis Place Papers XXII 27,810.
50
Petition of the Inhabitants of Edinburgh, 27 Jan 1852.

50

representation was “grievously defective and unjust.”51 The petitions of residents from
boroughs and counties around England and Scotland remained committed to rewarding
different types of residency. Permanent residency was a means of demonstrating the
chief virtue of property when one owned no real estate. The inhabitants of Maidstone
argued that in addition to the paying of yearly rents it was “residence [that] shall confer
the right of voting for members for the respective counties.”52 Petitioners from Greenock
submitted that a man’s extended residence could mitigate his lack of monetary property,
stating that those who did not have the necessary savings account or did not pay the
necessary rates could still obtain access to the franchise by being “for twelve months,
previous tenants or occupiers of houses of the annual value of at least five pounds.”53
The language of petitions during these debates suggested that there was a shifting
conception of property ownership, thus positing that respectability might come in a
number of different forms.
Numerical values of rates on lodgings were constantly discussed and debated in
hopes of setting boundaries against undesirable laborers while allowing the more worthy
into the franchise. MPs were consumed with the numerical identification of the ideal
voter’s property value, as political elites still tied property to the ideal male voter.
Conservatives did not necessarily agree with the inclusion of lodgers in Liberal-authored
bills. MPs envisioned the lodger voter as a gainfully employed bachelor who had yet to
settle down with a family. However, there were many deviations from that image that
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were deemed more dangerous to enfranchise. Disraeli quantified the meaning and
significance of the lodger, arguing that
lodging is not an accident of our social life; the richer a country gets, and the
greater its trade, the more numerous will become the lodger class, . . . the lodger
class comes into existence, with ample or sufficient means, and with all the habits
that make men respectable in this country. They are educated, and feel a sense of
responsibility in the performance of public duties .54
Just because the gradual increase in national wealth brought forth an increase in lodgers
did not mean that Disraeli and other Conservatives wished all lodgers admitted to the
ranks of the politically empowered. Opponents of reform feared that the large number of
working-class men that would enter the electorate as a result of the lodger franchise
would swamp the legitimately propertied voter.55 Instead of handing out enfranchisement
to numerous lodgers, Conservatives held that it should be a privilege to be obtained and
earned through hard work and temperance – which was ultimately displayed by personal
property and wealth. Some level of sacrifice to raise oneself out of the masses was
required.
The rhetoric of politicians within these debates implied that the idealized
masculinity determining electoral inclusion also hinged on a notion that respectable men
took steps toward self-improvement. Many proponents of a broader suffrage argued that
changes in the general state of existence of the working classes had already qualified
them for the right to vote. It was simply a matter of waiting for the keepers of the
political status quo to recognize such improvements. A pamphlet credited to the East
London Parliamentary Reform Association argued that “our industrious artizans have
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earned for themselves some extension of the suffrage.”56 These artisans were far from
the middling sort, described as being “only poor laboring men, who by dint of industry
and sobriety had raised themselves to a position of comparative comfort and
respectability.”57 Similarly, Sir John Eardley-Wilmot, judge in the county court of
Bristol, explained that it was
the general improvement which has taken place in their condition since the period
of the last Reform Bill, together with the increased intelligence and healthier tone
of feeling which have accompanied this improvement, [that] render [desirable] the
putting into their hands of a larger share of political power than they have hitherto
possessed.58
Most often such “improvements” were spoken of only in general terms. But when
proponents offered concrete evidence, it usually took the form of wealth, or at least,
responsibility with money. For instance, reformers cited increases in savings bank
deposits and depositors as tangible evidence of the general improvement in the working
class.
Proponents often pointed to savings as a key indicator of a man’s propensity for
self-improvement and fiscal responsibility. Statistics that suggested more men were
saving money and fewer men were paupers indicated that perhaps self-improvement was
a reality for many working-class men. William Digby Seymour, Liberal MP for
Southampton, claimed that “since 1850 there had been a great decrease in the cost of
pauperism.”59 More savings meant fewer men dependent on the government when they
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fell on hard times. Furthermore, there were falling rates of criminality, increasing
instances of education for children and “the deposits in savings banks showed . . .
deposits of 1858-59 were almost double the amount lodged in 1832.”60 Opponents of
reform insisted that savings deposits and graduate franchises would be difficult to keep
track of and would not include enough voters to make it worthwhile.61 But the motion
was remarkable in that it suggested that money in a deposit account could indicate the
stability and responsibility of a man. Such a notion was evidence of a fluctuation in what
qualified as property. The existence of such an argument suggested that there might be
other ways for men to demonstrate adherence to the fiscal behaviors ascribed to the
idealized masculinity of the political system.
Opponents’ hesitance to accept such signs as reason to lower the property
requirements for the suffrage indicated the extent to which financial worth remained a
vital part of the idealized image of the voter. They argued that such evidence was hardly
convincing. An increase in savings deposits and the growing number of lodgers of
residences worth £6-£7, opponents argued, still did not warrant handing working-class
men the vote. Instead, they argued that British men should pull themselves up to a level
of financial qualification which already guaranteed the suffrage given the current
legislation. Many MPs voiced that no matter how “low the class may be from which a
man has originally sprung, [he] is not compelled to remain within its limits,” and that as
long as he “has it in him to rise, nothing keeps him down.”62 They argued that the proper
test of fitness was for a man to rise up to the level of wealth denoted by the existing
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property qualification if he wished to have a say in government. To alter that process
would be to discount the vote itself and overwhelm the few legitimate propertied men
already in the electorate. Opponents were willing to concede that “there has been a great
improvement,” but with that improvement came “an equal improvement in position. If
they have more virtue they have more wealth, and if every year makes them more fit for
the franchise, every year also makes it easier for them to obtain it.”63 Such a sentiment
was a similar variation of Francois Guizot’s “enrichissez-vous” advice to those unhappy
about the high property qualifications for French voters in the 1840s. Those cautious of
allowing too many of the residuum into the electorate argued that the current property
qualifications were easily obtainable if only men possessed the proper virtues and will. It
was not franchise qualifications that should be reduced to include working-class men, but
rather it was the responsibility of working class men to rise to meet those qualifications.
The notion that these traits, and thus the franchise, were attainable through hard
work, moderate behavior, and responsibility revealed assumptions about the touted ideal
masculinity represented in the parliamentary electorate. The belief that respectability
brought with it an aspiration for improvement only added to the notion that ideal voters
should demonstrate some form of social ascendance. A number of political elites
assumed that the existing qualifications “seem[ed] sufficiently attainable to procure the
franchise, if we will but earnestly try for it.” 64 Assigning a sense of accomplishment to
the qualification of the vote further enforced commonly held notions that only certain
men were deserving of it. Lord Ebrington, moderate reformer and MP for Marylebone,
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admitted that the franchise would be “accessible to all by the exercise of a moderate
amount of industry and self-denial.”65 To lower the qualification for the franchise would
decrease the value of the vote itself, for “whatever is a matter of course, gets common,
and loses its value.”66 The logical connection between the vote and working-class
industriousness was the property that that industriousness produced. Likewise, The Free
Trader argued in the 1840s that
The right to acquire [the Franchise] is every man’s; every good citizen should be
able and anxious to obtain it, - but labour, intelligence, and virtue, should be
conditions of its possession. In as much as property is ordinarily the fruit of
industry, knowledge, and self-control, it is practically a better test of the franchise
than birth and age, or the mere ownership of flesh and bones.67
Such talk of improvement implied an ability to measure such gains. Property ownership
and the maintenance of a stable household were heralded by all but the most radical MPs
to be the measuring stick for that attainment and one’s worthiness for the vote.
The disagreement between reformers and opponents existed particularly in how
such desired diligence and respectable manly performance was measured. A further
correlation between the suffrage and property in reform debates was the notion that one’s
power in the electorate was proportional to his contribution to the national treasury. It
was a man’s contribution “towards the tax fund,” that gave him a “right to a voice in the
expenditure of the fund.” 68 The negotiation of working-class adherence to respectable
norms gave rise to a tension between the ownership of property and other means of
demonstrating ownership of wealth. The language of “property” over the course of these
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debates took many forms, moving beyond actual property ownership to include the
payment of income taxes and poor rates. Income taxes had been a mainstay in British
financial policy from 1842 on, when Robert Peel reinstated the income tax. Peel taxed
those with an annual income of ₤150 or higher.69 Gladstone, in the 1850s, reduced the
taxed income level to ₤100 to account for the lost revenue brought on by the abolition or
reduction of most remaining tariffs, thus broadening the classes contributing to tax
revenue.70 Other taxes that added to the government coffers included death duties,
succession duties, and taxes on inherited lands – the latter two had been enacted for the
first time by Gladstone himself. The growing possibility that taxation or the payment of
rates could symbolize a smaller form of property warranted consideration in which men
were worthy of the vote. On one hand, even those men making the minimum income to
warrant being taxed were still contributing to a government in which they were not
represented. On the other hand, however, those who contributed far more felt they
deserved a more powerful voice. Property as a means of qualification meant that the
power one held within the electorate should be proportional to his property ownership.71
This notion of proportionality gave way to recommendations of fancy franchises and dual
voting procedures that might give more political power to those who owned more
property.72 These dual franchises, although they were eventually excluded from the final
Act, also represented a means of countering the inclusion of working-class votes by
giving multiple votes to men of higher achievement and stature.
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The continuation of income taxes and Gladstone’s expansion of those who were
taxed prompted further questioning of alternative conceptions of property as it related to
the vote. Proponents of working-class admission to the franchise argued that workingclass men did, indeed, own and respect property in forms perhaps less recognized by the
older laws dictating voter registration. They challenged the notion that only residence of
£10 houses demonstrated the masculine qualities of deserving voters. The property
qualification as it was currently established, according to those in support of expanding
the electorate, excluded a large portion of the deserving population. Those making such
an argument sought to demonstrate that there were other, more important qualities held
by propertyless voters and indirect rate payers. Eardley-Wilmot pointed to a number of
worthy men who fell outside of the current qualifications, arguing that
Many individuals of intelligence and education, holding a good position in
society, are not occupiers of tenements. They are either single men employed in
the various branches of professions and trades, who have neither the means nor
inclination to be householders, or they are men with families having limited
incomes.73
In his argument, Eardley-Wilmot suggested that family life and steady employment was
meant to take the place of actual property as an alternative demonstration of strong and
stable character. Similarly, Henry, Lord Brougham suggested that Parliament find
alternative criteria for qualification beyond the continuous dependence on physical
property. For example, he posited that men should be deemed worthy for the franchise
through “certificates from teachers, or from employers, or from trustworthy vouchers.” 74
Such changes, he argued, would “not have any tendency towards greater democratic
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influences in the constitution,” which was one of the primary fears of the opposition – the
fear of the descent toward democracy.75 Some supporters of reform recognized, and
argued, that the inclusion of a property qualification not only denied the vote to those
working-class men who deserved it, but also further empowered those who were less
likely to look out for working-class interests. Thus petitioners from Derby stated that “if
the vote is based on a household or ratepaying qualification,” political power is most
often given to the “owner or superior landlord of the house,” threatening the safety and
freedom of his tenants’ votes.76
The importance of stability was clearly central to idealized masculine identity
during the mid-nineteenth century, which drove much of the conversation surrounding
further reforms. Property - whether in the form of physical land ownership, the payment
of taxes on income, or the payment of rates - demonstrated a man’s devotion to work and
his ability to provide for his family and the nation. These traits were heralded by political
elites who sought to encourage such stabilizing and supportive contributions among the
members of the parliamentary electorate. As a result, those who wished to see workingclass men included in that electorate had to renegotiate what property looked like and
how it might be measured in broader ways.

Intelligence and Stability
While this overt conversation about property was common to the debates over
earlier installments of parliamentary reform, intelligence became more germane to the
discussions of the 1850s and 60s. Property was the more tangible measurement of
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potentially stable voters, but another factor that was just as important in the conversation
over reform was stability of mind. Opponents of expanding the electorate resisted the
inclusion of the ignorant and uneducated members of the working classes because they
feared their presence would open the electorate up to demagoguery, bribery, and
corruption. Many opponents worried that working-class men lacked the intellect to
exercise the vote with disinterestedness and deference. On the other hand, those in favor
of expanding the vote considered the suffrage to be one of the most effective ways of
improving working-class intellect. Also, some proponents of reform argued that the
working classes already had a version of intelligence that warranted their
enfranchisement.
Opponents of reform tended to take one of two different stances on the role of
intelligence as a qualifier for working-class men. First of all, many of them believed that
working-class men lacked the intelligence to maintain a calm, well-informed decorum in
political affairs. They argued that the dimmest of the working classes would embody a
restless and rowdy population of voters with unrealistic expectations of the political
system. Second, some opponents saw their admittance as more indirect in its damaging
effects on the political system. Their admission would undoubtedly lead to an influx of
demagogues and rabble-rousers into political life, who could manipulate the workingclass vote with smooth-talking and passionate speeches. Thus Bagehot argued that the
radical MP John Bright “and his friends believe they are sincere in asking for more power
for the working man, but, in fact, they very naturally and very properly want more power
for themselves."77 In addition, a general lack of intelligence among the working class,
they believed, would sully the more intelligent current electorate by outnumbering them,
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and thus adversely affect the nation as a whole. Opponents insisted that, although
working-class men were becoming “as a body increasingly interested in the prosperity,
welfare, and politics of their country, they have not means of practically educating
themselves to share in its administration,” leaving them too uneducated to be admitted to
the franchise.78
Conservative and Liberal opponents alike argued that the existing electorate was
solid in its intelligence and would only be damaged by the inclusion of working-class
men. One of the most vocal opponents of reform was the backbench Liberal MP Robert
Lowe. He feared that Gladstone’s bill was a fruitless attempt to find a small number of
respectable men among a mass of working-class rabble. He led the Liberal opposition
who contributed greatly to the failure of the bill and the subsequent resignation of Lord
John Russell’s Government.79 Lowe described the new voters included in the proposed
bill as “venal,” “drunken,” “impulsive,” “unreflecting,” and “violent.”80 Much like Earl
Grey, Lowe blamed the admittance of bribable and ignorant masses to the electorate in
the U.S. as the cause of corruption in the American system.81 To prevent similar damage
to Britain, and to ensure that only logical, pensive men were part of the political system,
Lowe believed that Parliament had not only a right but a duty to “violate any law of
symmetry, equality, or distributive justice” in their consideration of reform.82 Lowe
“attacked reform . . . as an intellectual pleading for government by the educated against
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government by the masses.”83 Similarly, Edward Horsman, moderate Liberal MP for the
town of Stroud, argued that
the existing constituency is composed of a variety of classes with divers degrees
of intelligence, but generally of a high order; but your new constituency will be
all of one class, and with a standard intelligence very far below that of the body
they are supplanting.84
Horsman suggested that the enfranchisement of the larger working class would serve as a
sort of disenfranchisement of another wealthier class which was “more intelligent.” 85
Like Robert Lowe, Horsman resisted the Gladstone-Russell bill despite his party
allegiance. Both questioned the intelligence of the working classes in their ability to use
the vote in a productive manner. Various MPs suggested that the laboring classes lacked
a proper knowledge of politics that would allow them to make informed decisions when
they finally were enfranchised. The perceived lack of intelligence among potential
working-class voters meant the possibility of instability, corruption, and venality within
the revised electorate.
Opponents of including working-class men in the electorate used the latter’s
questionable intellect as the basis for their fearmongering campaign against the next
reform bill. Political pamphlets stated bluntly that “the vast majority of labourers are too
ignorant to care for or to use rightly any political power.” 86 These same publications also
stated that in places where small householders had been given the suffrage, “the effect
has been plainly injurious, and that local authorities are men of inferior position, of little
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education and of narrow views.” 87 Anti-reform pamphlets sought to instill fear of the
impending tumble towards universal suffrage should further reform measures be passed.
In their view, taking “the general intelligence of the people as our principle for
determining [the] fitness of a whole class of individuals” would lead “to the very
door…of universal suffrage,” which they described as “unsound, and fraught with
danger.” 88 Horsman also employed frightening descriptions of the results of a new
reform bill, arguing that it would mark a “rush into fresh danger” by altering the power
and intelligence dynamic of the electorate.89 Universal manhood suffrage was a
frightening prospect to many of those currently enfranchised. Opponents attempted to
paint further reform as the next step closer to that dangerous endpoint.
While there were a number of MPs eager to point out the intellectual
shortcomings of an enfranchised working-class, advocates of reform insisted that
working-class men possessed an intelligence all their own. In addition, reformers insisted
that if working-class men were in need of a political education, the best way to provide it
was by granting them the suffrage. Some supporters insisted that the improvements of
the working classes over the past few decades were indicative of their intellectual
improvement and a compelling reason to give them the vote. MPs sought to connect the
anecdotal evidence of financial improvement among the working classes (discussed in
the previous section) as evidence of their growing intelligence. They claimed that
intelligence was closely tied to one’s ability to achieve the qualification of property; it
was “by that intelligence and industry” that working-class men contributed “to the
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national wealth and prosperity.”90 Intelligence, as it was used by MPs within these
debates, took on a broad swathe of meanings ranging from general expectations of
aptitude to specific skills and abilities. In addition to general intelligence, MPs argued
that voters ought to be capable of demonstrating deference, moderation of emotions, and
the ability to resist a mob mentality. Furthermore, that intelligence should manifest itself
in responsible use of resources – including a working man’s mental ability to provide for
his family, be a productive member of society, and to scrutinize his political options
wisely before voting.
The importance placed on voter intelligence also led to criticisms of the lack of
formal education of most working-class men. Debates over compulsory schooling for all
classes were a part of the reform discussion. Much like the debates over propertied
qualifications, the measure of intelligence and education among those working-class men
up for admittance to the electorate was troublesome and imprecise. Elite notions of
cultivating an electorate made up only of intelligent, respectable men were not easy to
legislate, because there was simply no concrete measure of such traits. Much like the
debate over property qualifications, the negotiation of who was intelligent enough to
receive the vote emerged as a conversation about abstract qualifiers and nebulous voter
traits.
Following the ideas of John Stuart Mill and Jeremy Bentham, radical MPs and a
small majority of Liberals supported the notion that political inclusion would allow for
further education. Mill, a leading advocate of expanding the suffrage, argued that giving
working-class men the opportunity to exercise the vote would free them to live out their
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true potential. Mill insisted that “genius can only breathe freely in an atmosphere of
freedom.”91 As a result, it was the despotic resistance to their inclusion that constituted
the “standing hindrance to human advancement.”92 Mill, like other proponents of reform,
did not deny the importance of intellect in electoral participation. In fact, he argued that
if the vote were truly a “reward of mental improvement,” it would become a “trust for the
public good,” in which voters sought to care for the nation as a whole rather than just
themselves.93 But in requiring such improvement, Mill claimed, the working classes
would experience “the best sort of education,” as it “would make an opening in their
minds that would let in light – would set them thinking in a perfectly new manner.”94
Mill’s emphasis on the importance of education but not at the expense of further
ostracism of working class men was a common thread of the reform argument.
The need for further education among working-class men, paired with the
simultaneous argument that the suffrage should be expanded to allow for that education,
resulted in an intricate and often conflicting reform message. Debates about reform
overlapped with conversations about the need for a standardized, compulsory school
system. Reformers often supported Mill’s arguments that the granting of political power
would help to develop the intellect of the laboring classes. This need was complicated,
however, by the fact that the working classes indeed had to be trained if they were to be
allowed into the franchise.95 It was not merely the call of Mill and his academic
followers that sparked such obsession with the need to educate the newly enfranchised

91

John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, (London: Parker and Son, 1859), 119.
Mill, On Liberty, 129.
93
Mill, Thoughts on Parliamentary Reform, (London: John W. Parker and Son, 1859), Kindle
Edition, location 287- 295
94
Ibid., 295.
95
Ibid.
92

65

masses. There also existed in the mid-century fears of lower class violence and agitation.
David Reeder has suggested that
perceptions of the sources of social disorder were reinforced and symbolized by
the results of the [1851] Education Census, which confirmed, so it seemed, what
had already been suspected: that in the major cities there were large numbers of
undisciplined children, neither at school nor at work, whose uncontrolled and
unsupervised street life seemed a most disquieting omen for the future.96
The ever increasing likelihood that these children would one day hold the vote
encouraged calls for education reform. Events like the Plug Plot Riots of 1842 and the
various liberal revolutions on the continent in 1848 verified the irascible nature of the
working classes. The alarm stemming from the fear of such violence “increased call[s]
for compulsory schooling on the part of intellectuals.”97 Reeder posited that "one of the
fears of liberal intellectuals was that the Reform of 1867 would set class against class;"
thus they supported an educational measure that would help to unify the country.98
Other proponents, hoping to calm the fears that an unruly, uneducated electorate
would come into being, argued that the working-class men to be enfranchised were truly
conservative at heart, and would vote that way if only given the chance. Thus reformer
and philanthropist Joseph Sturge argued that “Englishmen especially delight in quiet,” so
if “their industry but have fair play, and their self-respect be relieved from the perpetual
blister of conscious political degradation,” the working classes would settle into a rhythm
of “just conservatism.”99 The notion that the working classes were, at their core,
conservative in their political leanings harkened back to the ideals of Cobbett’s “Old
England,” when the lower classes were properly looked after by their social superiors. If
96

David A. Reeder, ed., Educating our Masters (London: Leicester University Press, 1980), 13.
Ibid., 14.
98
Ibid., 16.
99
Joseph Sturge, Reconciliation between the Middle and Labouring Classes, (Birmingham: B.
Hudson, 1842), Reprinted from the Nonconformist London Weekly, 32..
97

66

they were just given the vote, working-class men would show proper deference to the
landed elites, only this time with the satisfaction of having a political voice.
Furthermore, some proponents argued that the evils of the political system – the features
that allowed powerful men to influence their social inferiors - would not be brought on by
further reform, but rather, already existed in its current state. The system of open voting,
according to petitioners from Bradford, made possible “many serious evils” which
provided “to the higher classes facilities for undue influence, bribery, and corruption.”100
Votes were cast at open polls, leaving voters exposed to intimidation by landlords and
employers. Certain polls were often sites of physical threats made by bands of political
enforcers. Thus, in the view of many, the changes of a new reform bill were to be feared
no more than the current troubles of the existing system.
Working-class men themselves spoke out in frustration over the intangible
measures of intelligence insisted upon as compulsory traits but never clearly defined. A
self-proclaimed member of the working class, Mr. Nisbet, at a National Reform Union
meeting in Edinburgh, vented that
I would like these men to tell us what is the standard by which they propose to
measure the intellectual capacity of the working men, before we are sufficiently
qualified in the science of political economy to perform what I believe to be a
very plain simple, and easily understood duty? Is it a certain amount of reading,
writing, and arithmetic? Or are we to ascend to some of the higher branches of
education and become familiar with the study of law, physics, and divinity? The
whole thing is a sham. There is nothing more required than good common sense,
which after all is the best sense.101
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Such speeches revealed the frustration reformers felt about the ever-moving target of the
requirements of a truly qualified voter. Nisbet’s facetious question of whether the
working man should also study “law, physics, and divinity” in order to obtain the vote
implied that the real qualifying intelligence was already present among the majority of
the working classes. It was simply a matter of opponents manipulating the negotiations
of such voter identities as a means of denying them the vote.
Proponents of new reforms did not deny that intelligence was a necessary trait for
those admitted to the franchise. In fact, their language demonstrated a desire to
characterize the operative classes as already having come into possession of a respectable
intellect. They argued that working-class men had experienced a great improvement in
intelligence since the 1832 Reform Act, and that this was exactly what qualified workingclass men to vote. Since that intelligence was not easily observable by itself, proponents
often illustrated it by pointing to other characteristics. This presentation of evidence in
support of working-class intelligence marked an attempt to renegotiate what indicated
intelligence and who should be members of the electorate. Industry, hard work, and
occupancy of a stable household were all substantiations of the intellect of the working
class. Thus petitioners from Horwich cited the “well-known industry and advancing
intelligence” of the working class as that which “entitle[d] them to a share in the
constitutional privileges of their fellow-countrymen.”102 Some proponents also pointed
to “the general improvement in their social condition within the last thirty years” as proof
of their “increased intelligence” and, thus, their worthiness for the franchise.103 The
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current electorate was “so limited as to exclude a large proportion of the intelligence of
the community, and also preventing the masses of the people from exercising their
legitimate influence on the legislation of the country.”104 Other proponents argued that
not only did working-class men qualify for the franchise through their intelligence but
also through their “loyalty, and exemplary conduct.”105 So, rather than being deficient in
their intellectual qualification for the vote, their intelligence had, in fact, made them fit to
receive the vote.
Much like property, the conceptualization of working-class intelligence and
education played a major role in establishing their fitness for the franchise. While there
were different opinions within Parliament regarding how property and intelligence could
be measured, it was certain that these characteristics were firmly established as key traits
of successful voters. Whether working-class men possessed the proper amount of
property and intellect to qualify them for the vote was, at its core, a deeper conversation
about the construction of independence – another vital component of the ideal voter.
How it was that property and intellect helped to construct that image of independence, as
well as how independence also connected to the fitness of a voter, is what we must now
proceed to examine.

Working-Class Independence and Respectability
The use of property and intelligence as indicators of the fitness of working-class
voters was, beneath the surface, a conversation about gendered restrictions to the
parliamentary electorate. Those characteristics of enfranchised masculinity contributed
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to a broader discourse about the independence and respectability expected of voting men.
While MPs and other voices in the reform debates often used more imprecise terms like
respectability and independence, the meaning of those terms had been expressed through
the more specific discussions of property and intelligence. The relationship between
property and intelligence as visible measures of the idealized masculine citizen lends
itself to a broader discussion of the discourse of political power in Victorian Britain. The
language of respectability and independence were not challenged by those seeking
expansion of the electorate – they were accepted and assumed as necessary components
of a successful political system. The heaviest contests of the debates came in how to
measure who truly possessed those traits. Advocates of reform, and their intent on
proving how working-class men measured up to such qualification, served to reinforce
the accepted discourse. That discourse was dependent on an accepted notion of an
independent and respectable man who, through his performance of those manly traits,
proved he was fit to receive the vote.
The extent to which the next reform act would be centered on class influenced the
narrative about working-class voters versus the established electorate. Some MPs
anticipated that the new bill would transfer power from the propertied to the working
class. The discourse that supported the electorate as a group of males who had to adhere
to an image of respectability influenced the way opponents lobbied against the inclusion
of working-class voters, and also how proponents structured their arguments in favor of
inclusion. The notion that working-class men had to function as independent individuals
within the political system was assumed to be self-evident. Few MPs, if any, challenged
the call for independence and respectability within the political system. Independence
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took several different forms in the discourse driving the construction of the British
political system. An independent man was expected to be financially self-sufficient,
educationally sound, disinterested, and even-tempered. Each of these contributors to
independence made up the general ideal of a worthy voter. For working-class men to be
included, reformers had to construct for them an image that was consistent with the
independence and respectability of idealized masculinity.
Those who believed Parliament to be a protective entity for the propertied classes
argued that attaining the vote in the mid-nineteenth century meant achieving a level of
respectability that mirrored the perceived traits of men already enfranchised. McClelland
has posited that, during the era leading up to the second reform bill, working men were
encouraged to display “aspirations to masculine independence, and the attainment of
respectability” as a means of proving themselves worthy of the vote.106 Thus in May
1864, Gladstone stated that the “qualities which fit a man for the exercise of a privilege
such as the franchise” were “self-command, self-control, respect for order, patience under
suffering, confidence in the law, [and] regard for superiors.”107 Before admitting them to
the franchise, politicians insisted on the “cultivation of the respectable and individual
working man,” for only respectable workers could be expected to wield their vote
responsibly.108 The traits commonly considered ingredients for respectability also
indicated a man’s ability to operate on his own without assistance or policing by the state.
Any man wishing to be part of the electorate needed to be capable of such independence.
Proponents sought to construct a narrative of working-class respectability
comparable to that of the previously enfranchised citizen. They denied anti-reformers’
106

Keith McClelland, “Masculinity,’ 84.
Hansard Parliamentary Debates, 3d ser., vol. 175 (9 February 1864), col. 325.
108
McClelland, “Masculinity,” 85.
107

71

claims that working-class men were apt to violence, mob-like behavior, and
demagoguery. Thus James Wilkie balked at the press’s description of the audience of a
National Reform Union meeting as “a pack of ‘noisy agitators,’ and the speakers as
‘dangerous demagogues.’” 109 Wilkie stated that this was “the kind of language usually
applied to meetings of working men, and I shall not notice it further than by remarking,
that it is as silly as it is unsound.”110 Reformers sought to soften the blow that the fearmongering language of “swamping” had on their political agenda. Proponents compared
swamping propaganda to the debate over the repeal of the Corn Laws twenty years
earlier. It was often said that “the great influx of foreign corn must ruin the agricultural
interest of this country, and that land would be thrown out of cultivation, and farmers be
obliged to emigrate or die.” But lowering the franchise, reformers argued, would have
the same result as the repeal of the Corn Laws, leading to the “increased prosperity of the
country.”111 Reformers refuted the claim that extensive reform would “destroy the
constitution and prepare the way for a revolution,” labeling that view a “solemn and
mischievous misrepresentation” of working-class demands.112
To counter opponents’ accusations of working-class violence, reformers cited
their more peaceable qualities. Sturge characterized laborers “as a class” made up of
“honest” people who “abhor theft,” and “detest spoliation.” 113 Proponents made a case
for working-class honesty, productivity, and virtue, particularly as it related to their
industrial pursuits. Reformers countered arguments about the lack of working-class
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intelligence and education, suggesting that there was “a sound common sense in the
working-men of this country” that stemmed from their hard work and experience.114
Others hoped to soothe fears of violence by reminding opponents that “it is Reform that
is wanted, not Revolution” and “the wage-class of this country ought to have some safe
and reasonable share of elective power.”115 Reformers criticized such fear-mongering
tactics as the slanderous defamation of an important operative class within the nation.
The message of those in favor of working-class men gaining the vote was not one
consistent narrative, however. Not all supporters of reform sought to dispel laborers’
reputation for violence. Instead, they attempted to use the fear of it to their advantage –
hinting at the potential for disruption as a means of getting their way. To some degree,
this technique seemed to buck the acceptable discourse about the franchise and
respectability, as working-class representatives occasionally threatened violence and
unrest. Political pamphlets in favor of expanded suffrage argued that not only were the
working classes now intelligent enough to deserve the franchise, but that they were too
intelligent to have it kept from them; they had become, in a sense, “too intelligent a body
to be long controlled by force or fraud.”116 Implicit in this statement was a perceived
power of the working class which grew with their burgeoning political awareness – a
power which threatened the order of the old constituency.
A number of petitions to Parliament warned of danger and insecurity if a bill
failed to pass.117 The exact description or nature of this “danger” was absent from the
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petitions. However, the language of the claim left no room for misinterpretation; to pass
the unsatisfactory bill would open up the country to the perils of an angry working class
who desired broader reforms. Pro-reform pamphlets and speakers made similar
implications, claiming that if Parliament did not pass fair legislation now, they would
then find themselves forced by “agitation of the masses and the fear of revolution” to
pass “far wider and extensive” measures later.118 For instance, a Mr. Iverach, a tailor,
who spoke at the National Reform Union rally in Edinburgh, stated that when the appetite
for political emancipation
becomes stirred from its depths, and is no longer represented by the spasmodic shriek
of a clique of Government Whigs – or the discontented growl of a knot of
disappointed Tories – but finds voice in the thunder tones of the mighty millions, it is
at once found uncontrollable and irresistible. Beneath its fury statesmen bend,
cabinets crumble, and parties fall.119
The impassioned tailor did not mince words here, calling forth images of furious,
thunderous, mob-like crowds under which the old order would crumble. The working
classes were a force to be reckoned with, and the more radical of them were, perhaps,
willing to act on such threats.
Different sects of reformers presented two dueling arguments – one that
emphasized the peaceable nature of the working-classes and one that dangled the threat
of violence over the heads of law makers. In some ways these arguments were
contradictory, but they both implied a line working-class men wanting the vote had to
walk. Events like the Hyde Park riots in June 1866 demonstrated that balance that
laborers sought to walk – mirroring middle-class respectability but with willingness to
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speak out for their working-class political desires. Participants in the demonstration were
dressed in their Sunday best, marched peacefully to Hyde Park, and were under the
guidance of organizations such as the Reform League to peacefully demonstrate their
desire for the vote. Such images served as visual proof that working-class men could, in
fact, mirror the respectable voting man. Yet, when they were met with police resistance
the event resulted in broken fence railings and scuffles between demonstrators and police
for the next few days, thus exhibiting behaviors that stood to challenge the political rules
of enfranchisement.120 Organizations made up of many middle-class men in support of
working-class suffrage, like the Metropolitan Parliamentary Reform Association,
recognized the need to fit the elite demand for respectable and calm intelligence.
Matthew Arnold, a poet and cultural critic, argued that there was little to fear from these
men who were “our own flesh and blood.” He insisted that these working-class men had
no idea about governing but were just “asserting [their] personal liberty.”121 Publications
urged that groups of demonstrators “be composed of every rational man, who wishes for
good government, to promote and sustain the well-being of the people.”122 But the
willingness of working-class men and their political allies to point to the potential for
violence was an undercurrent of their present case.
Many opponents argued that working-class men themselves were not “excessively
anxious to take their share in government.”123 Rather, it was their rowdy radical
champions who were drumming up the call for reform. The lack of working-class
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agitation was also submitted as evidence that working men really had no interest in
government. The laboring classes were “not merely abstaining from threats of
revolution, but from any hearty expression of their wish to vote.”124 This lack of interest
is somewhat debatable, however, considering events such as the Hyde Park Riot. Asa
Briggs has argued that it was “pressure from outside” that led Disraeli and Derby to pass
such a radical reform bill when their party took power in 1866.125 Disraeli warned MPs
to avoid passing any bill that “would not secure the introduction of that particular class
which we all desire to introduce, but … would introduce many others who are unworthy
of the suffrage.”126 The varying classed images of masculinity meant that only those
demonstrating the middle-class version could be trusted with the vote – at least in the
minds of opponents of reform.
Working men and their champions drew attention to the class conflict amid the
reform debates to highlight the less-than-respectable tendencies of their elite political
opponents. Proponents like J.S. Mill argued that no one had the right to make decisions
for others when those others did not have the right to decide for themselves. In other
words, withholding the franchise from respectable working-class men was a form of
political bullying. The politically enfranchised used their position as a means of strongarming such men away from the vote. Pamphlets suggested that “the unrepresented
classes are as clearly entitled to the franchise as those who enjoy it; and that refusal of the
suffrage which they ask, is simply the triumph of might over right.”127 By tying the
political exclusion of the working class to a brutish and unjust force on the part of the
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enfranchised turned typical classed images of gender upside down. Traditionally, it was
the working classes who were described as dependent on brute strength and force to get
their way, making them less than respectable. Yet, if the political elite were using their
“strength” to dominate the operative classes, then it was they who were guilty of roguish
behavior.
Conclusion
It was the 1832 Reform Act that brought gender into the conversation of
parliamentary reform when women were officially barred from the franchise. But it was
the debates surrounding the 1867 Act that catapulted the issue of class as it related to
gender identity into the discourse of political empowerment. These debates sought to
reframe the discourse about which men were eligible and worthy to vote by stretching it
to include more working-class notions of property ownership and intellect. Opponents of
expanded suffrage pointed to ways that working-class men fell outside the behaviors of
respectable men, while reformers insisted that the two were not so different.
Reformers were able to encourage the passage of the Second Reform Act by
changing the conversation about traits that proved a man’s ability to vote. Proponents of
reform demonstrated that some working-class men - through their ownership or rental of
modest properties and payment of income taxes and poor rates - were able to negotiate
alternative interpretations of the idealized masculine requirements of the vote. These
requirements were particularly classed, and their alteration allowed the inclusion of a
number of working-class men in the boroughs to enter the electorate for the first time. To
be sure, the success of the reformers’ cause lay partly in their ability to alter the
conceived image of the working-class man to fit the image of a proper voter. But the
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willingness of Conservatives like Disraeli to entertain such shifts in order to see reform
through to its passage was vital to that process as well. Many MPs hoped that this act
would be the one to settle rumblings about access to the vote for many decades to come.
However, there were far too many people still left on the outside of the electorate looking
in.
As reformers succeeded in the passage of the Second Reform Act in 1867 and
achieved the inclusion of a number of working-class men in the boroughs, other
populations were growing more and more aware of their political exclusion from the
parliamentary vote. The most glaring omissions of the 1867 legislation were male
lodgers living in the counties and female property holders. As the political consciousness
of both of those groups materialized, their demands for the vote increased. Thus, the two
decades following the passage of the Second Reform Act would see further renegotiation
of the ideal citizen as women and agricultural workers sought to make their claim for the
vote as well.
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Chapter 3 – “Unsexing” the British Female: Fear of Women Voters
in the 1860s, 70s, and 80s

An old authority once said that an Act of Parliament could do everything but make men
into women and women into men, but that is exactly what we are asked to do by this Bill.
Were the hon. Members who support this measure to succeed in their attempts they would
do an irremediable injury to our social and domestic relations.1
-

Alexander Beresford Hope, MP for
Cambridge, on “A Bill To Remove the
Electoral Disabilities of Women,” House
of Commons, 4 May 1870

As the excerpt from Alexander Beresford Hope’s speech to the Commons reveals,
the consideration of women for the parliamentary franchise in the second half of the
nineteenth century consisted of more than just whether they met the property
qualification. Instead, in addition to the financial qualifiers addressed for men, an
assessment whether women had the right to vote required an extensive assessment of
their gender identity and the extent to which it corresponded to the perceived identity of
the political system. Many opponents of the Bill to Remove the Electoral Disabilities of
Women believed that, if allowed to enter the masculine arena of parliamentary politics,
women would become masculinized, or even worse, “unsexed.”2 Chapter one explored
how debates over admitting working-class men to the franchise in the 1850s and 60s
weighed the compatibility of potential voters’ gender identity against that of the political
system. However, the consideration of working-class, male householders as possible
voters involved extensive debate about whether they displayed the proper masculine
1
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qualities to demonstrate their fitness for the franchise. Of course the ideal male citizen
was greatly shaped by notions of class. Anna Clark has argued that “working men could
not live up to the ideal of a patriarch” which had been based on a model of “middle-class
privilege.”3 But the image was emphasized all the same. In contrast, the rhetoric used in
debating the Women’s Disabilities Bill revealed the fear that the gendered nature of both
British women and the political system could be altered as a result of their inclusion.
Society’s idealized expectations for the female sex, as revealed in the reform debates that
took place between the Second and Third Reform Bills, demonstrated a perceived lack of
compatibility between women and politics. This lack of compatibility, as well as a
lasting confusion over what the franchise was truly meant to represent, illuminated the
ways in which class, sex, and society’s idealized gender expectations were intricately
intertwined in the negotiations for political inclusion. 4 Women would fail to receive the
vote during this stage of the process, and would only gain it after the criteria of
enfranchisement shifted from property and intelligence to service to the nation following
the First World War.5
The debate over whether women should be admitted to the parliamentary
franchise splintered into essentially four strands, all of which revealed how society’s
expectations for idealized femininity determined woman’s place in the new electorate.
First, the debate illuminated the conflicting ways women’s voices were valued in the
political sphere. Women were signing and submitting petitions to Parliament by the
3
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thousands in favor of the Women’s Disabilities bill. However, instead of appreciating the
presence of female voices on an issue that concerned them, politicians struggled to
reconcile women’s verbal participation in parliamentary politics with the social
expectations of feminine silence and submission. Rather than viewing the petitions as a
positive demonstration of female political fortitude, opponents used them to discredit
those women in favor of the franchise by characterizing them as agitators. They argued
that the most desirable of women, those who opposed the bill, demonstrated their position
with their silence. Second, much attention was paid to how the supposed natural
deficiencies of the female sex were ill-fit for participation in the masculine sphere of
politics. MPs described Parliamentary politics as an aggressive and unruly atmosphere
unfit for timid, irrational women. According to opponents, if the incompatible pairing of
women and parliamentary politics took place, the consequences would be damaging to
both women and the state. Third, in hopes of emphasizing this damage, the opposition
used women’s femininity against them so extensively that their arguments, taken as a
whole, appeared both incoherent and illogical. To admit women into the parliamentary
franchise would be to “unsex,” or even masculinize them, while simultaneously causing
the castration of the manly ways of the state. Women’s natural weakness, they believed,
would be overtaken and altered by the manliness of national politics. Yet, somehow that
same feminine sentimentality and emotional hysteria, opponents argued, would infiltrate
and overpower the governing methods of the supreme political body in Britain. Lastly,
like the debates over the previous acts, intelligence and property once again emerged as
potential qualifiers, but the inclusion of women brought a new dimension to the question
of whom the vote was really meant to represent. So while Parliament was continually
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characterized as an institution meant to protect the interests of the propertied and
educated, single women possessing those characteristics were still excluded. The
political trump card of gender continued to complicate the reform discussion, making the
already messy debate over intellect and property as qualifiers even more complicated.

Background to the Bill to Remove the Electoral Disabilities of Women
This chapter is essentially a discussion about a discussion. It is an examination of
the language and attitudes present in the verbal debates regarding the Bill to Remove the
Electoral Disabilities of Women. To contextualize this examination, we must first
understand the Women’s Disability Bill’s history and how it was sandwiched
chronologically between the enfranchisement of working-class men of the boroughs in
1867 and the County Franchise Bill of 1884. Women had not been officially
disenfranchised in Britain until the passage of both the 1832 Reform Act and the
Municipal Corporations Act in 1835, which officially barred women from casting their
votes. However, most women had been de facto disenfranchised by custom and cultural
expectations long before. Adding women to the franchise entered public discourse as
early as the mid-nineteenth century, with the publication of Harriet Taylor Mill’s
“Enfranchisement of Women” in the Westminster Review in 1851.6 Brief mentions of
female enfranchisement occurred in the Commons in the late 1850s, but realistic and
thorough debate over women’s participation in the electorate did not truly begin until the
late 1860s and ‘70s. Debates over the “woman question” in the House of Commons
became more frequent throughout the 70s and 80s after women were left out of the
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legislation passed in 1867. Historian Patricia Hollis stated that after the passing of the
1867 Reform Act, “some five thousand women ratepayers claimed the parliamentary
vote.” However, their claims were legally dismissed in 1868 after Parliament clarified
“the compounding question that had hung over the 1867 Reform Act.”7 The new
standards of qualification marked by the 1867 Reform Act had opened the electorate to
many working-class men of the boroughs, while leaving women and working-class men
of the counties excluded.
A bill for female parliamentary suffrage was first introduced to the Commons by
John Stuart Mill in May 1867, when he recommended that the Representation of the
People bill be revised to replace the word “man” with “person.” That minor change, of
course, would have initiated a major restructuring of the parliamentary electorate. When
the question was put to the House, “man” remained the descriptor of qualified voters by
an overwhelming majority of 123 (Ayes 196, Noes 73).8 Mill’s suggestion, however,
opened the door for further realistic consideration of women’s enfranchisement. From
1867 through the passage of the Third Reform Act in December 1884, legislation to
enfranchise women was presented thirteen different times. On nine of those occasions
the bills failed to receive enough votes for a second reading. Twice the presentation of
legislation resulted in no vote. In 1877 the debate was adjourned and never resumed, and
in 1884 the bill was withdrawn without debate due to pressure from those eager to pass
the more pressing Reform Act. Interestingly, on two of those fourteen occasions the bill
passed the second reading and was sent to committee. However, neither of those
instances resulted in any progress. In 1870 the committee for the Women’s Disability
7
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Bill returned to the Commons just eight days after the positive vote with the conclusion
that far more debate was needed on such an important issue. When, in 1883, the bill was
sent to committee by a slim majority of sixteen affirmative votes, the process stalled there
and yielded no resolutions to the House.
The exclusion felt by both female property owners and county lodgers from the
1867 Reform Act resulted in simultaneous debates over separate additional reform bills.
The 1867 Act gave lodgers and householders the right to vote in boroughs, but county
lodgers were left out of the expansion. The gradual development of political awareness
among agricultural laborers and miners provoked a political outcry over the inequity
across the borough/county boundaries.9 The political agitation behind this newfound
awareness led to the passing of the County Franchise Bill in 1884. Meanwhile,
proponents of female enfranchisement argued that if property and intelligence were the
primary indicators of who should vote, then surely female property-owners exceeded
working-class men in the boroughs and agricultural laborers in the counties as qualified
voters. MPs had to wrestle with whether it was property, intelligence, or manhood that
the franchise was meant to represent. Meanwhile, supporters of female enfranchisement
drew on comparisons between intelligent women and the “dim-witted” lodgers of the
counties in their attempts to prove that women deserved the vote. The paradox of giving
borough lodgers and then common agricultural laborers the vote over women who were
significantly propertied highlighted the hypocrisy of the political system as well as
proving that sex was the trump card in the conversation over franchise expansion.
Lauding intelligence and property as the primary qualifiers gave women grounds to
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believe that they possessed the necessary qualifications to vote, but their hopes were
ultimately unfounded.
This period of debate is perhaps more valuable to an examination of the
negotiation of the electorate than any other, because it involved the direct intersection of
class and gender as they related to the franchise. In the nineteenth century MPs rarely
questioned which class of women should be enfranchised. Only rate-paying women of
property were even remotely considered, further demonstrating the reluctance of
Parliament to do away with property as a qualification. Yet, despite their contribution to
the government coffers, women still failed to receive the vote by the passing of the
County Franchise Bill in 1884. This era of debate suggests that men could obtain a
political voice by demonstrating their adherence to society’s respectable masculinity. A
particular, idealized version of masculinity was the primary qualification for the franchise
until all men were finally enfranchised in 1918. Anna Clark remarked that “until 1918,
masculinity was the fundamental basis for citizenship, in Britain,” which limited
women’s chances of enfranchisement.10 Women, on the other hand, demonstrating the
idealized feminine traits of passivity and reticence, were not rewarded politically for their
compliance with gender expectations or their material wealth. Instead, their amenability
was presented to mean that they did not want the vote.
Of course, voting in parliamentary elections was not the only way women were
capable of participating in nineteenth-century British politics. Kathryn Gleadle described
the period from 1815 to 1867 as an era in which women were “borderline citizens;” their
lack of voting privileges and the effects of legislative changes meant that “their status as
10
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political actors as well as their own political subjectivities were often fragile and
contingent.” 11 From the 1700s to the admittance of women to the parliamentary franchise
in 1918, women influenced electoral politics “through fiction, salons, friendship
networks, influence over husbands at election times” and “pressure group movements.”12
In terms of direct participation in elections, women ratepayers received the right to vote
in municipal and school board elections in 1867. Such a right was gained only after
“Jacob Bright slipped through an amendment” to the 1867 Reform Bill, which antisuffragists described as a surreptitious act.13 Several works from the last few decades
have explored the political participation of women as non-voters or borough voters only.
Hollis, Gleadle, and others discuss these varying venues of women’s political activity at
length. This chapter will focus more directly on the question of women as potential
parliamentary voters, and how the manly criteria used for enfranchising other classes of
men stifled the chances of women’s suffrage at least in the nineteenth century.
The heart of this early debate, extending through the 1870s and 1880s, took place
between the passage of the 1867 and 1884 Reform Acts, which further extended
parliamentary suffrage to working-class men and, later, to county lodgers. The Women’s
Disabilities Bill itself was rather short, barely a page long, stating plainly that in laws
referring to the franchise, “wherever words occur which import the masculine gender, the
same shall be held to females . . . provided that no married women shall be entitled to
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vote in such election.”14 Arguments against the bill rarely attacked the desirability of the
immediate changes to the electorate if the bill passed. Instead, much attention was paid
to the long-term implications of the bill on the gender identities of men and women
operating within the political system, as well as to the gendered identity of the political
system itself.

The Value of Women’s Voices
One way MPs sought to use gender as a means of disqualifying females from
parliamentary politics was in their characterization of women’s voices on key political
issues. Female petitions to Parliament for the right to vote and the reaction of MPs toward
them illuminated unspoken expectations about which political topics were open to female
involvement. A comparison of MPs’ reactions to women’s campaigns for the vote, the
abolition of slavery, and the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts demonstrates that as
long as the political issues women took up publicly were in some way a natural extension
of the private sphere, their participation was acceptable, but even then it took some
convincing on the part of women. MPs, in their language about women’s participation,
sought to police a boundary between socially-constructed public and private spheres. In
those debates, if the topic was deemed beyond the realm of a respectable woman’s
private duties, her attempts to speak publicly about such issues were painted as
inappropriate and sometimes even disturbing.
Evidence of this attempt to keep women involved only in political issues
appropriate to their femininity was visible in public responses to women’s involvement in
the abolition campaign and the campaign to repeal the Contagious Diseases Acts. In her
14
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work examining female participation in the anti-slavery campaigns, Clare Midgley
characterized the complicated requirements for and implications of women entering the
public/political sphere. Women’s attempts to take part in the abolition campaign were
“involved in construing, reinforcing, utilizing, negotiating, subverting or more rarely
challenging the distinction between the private-domestic sphere and the public-political
sphere.”15 Even within the political discussions of abolition, women were not necessarily
immediately welcomed. Women had to carve out their own space within the debate.
Midgley suggested that it was the emergence of “mass anti-slavery petitioning by
nonconformist denominations” that provided a religious justification that “encouraged
female participation as an extension of their support for missions.”16 To “justify stepping
outside the domestic sphere,” and into national politics, women had to make a case that
their gender identity qualified them to make a particular contribution to the anti-slavery
campaign.17 By establishing the abolition of slavery as an issue of morality, women were
able to insist that they belonged in the conversation. Because Victorian women were
often characterized by men as the protectors of British morality, their emergence as a
political voice in the abolition movement was gradually accepted as logical.
Similarly, the women who participated in public opposition to the Contagious
Diseases Acts of 1864, 1866, and 1869 also faced scrutiny over whether they belonged in
the conversation. These Acts allowed police officers in barrack towns to arrest women
suspected of prostitution and force them to be examined for venereal disease. Women
throughout Britain were disturbed by legislation that allowed authorities to trespass upon
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women’s bodies. According to Judith Walkowitz, middle-class females who took up the
rights to privacy for women of lower classes were attacked because they discussed
“subjects inappropriate for ‘pure’ women and tried to politicize other respectable females
on the issue.”18 On several occasions opponents of female enfranchisement referred to
women’s involvement in the CDA repeal campaign as evidence for their argument.
Opponents hoped to paint suffragist women as a parallel example of women getting
involved politically where they did not naturally belong. Their point was that women’s
political involvement should be limited to topics that coincided with society’s
expectations of them. Patrick Smollett, Conservative MP for Dunbartonshire,
summarized what he believed to be the results of women’s attempts to infiltrate national
politics by describing female participation in the CDA repeal campaign. He argued that
women who took up questions which they said appertained to the female sex
alone had taken up questions that belonged properly to men, for they had entered
into an hysterical crusade against the Contagious Diseases Acts.19
Smollett argued that by assuming they were taking up a “woman’s issue,” women ended
up involved in inappropriate political issues. Likewise, Sir Walter Barttelot,
Conservative MP for West Sussex, claimed to speak for “the educated portion of the
ladies of the country - that [women] had better leave to men any agitation in regard to”
the subject of the Contagious Diseases Act.20 Not surprisingly, advocates for women’s
suffrage pointed to women who campaigned for the repeal of the CD Acts as evidence of
their rightful claim to the vote. Charles Hopwood argued that opponents had “no right to
sit in judgment” of those women involved in the CDA repeal campaigns “unless you are
18
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able to enter into the depth of agony and feeling which they have endured.”21 Hopwood
turned “female” sentiment and empathy into a qualifier for their involvement, rather than
a hindrance to it. Women seeking to enter the political conversation surrounding their
own sex’s enfranchisement, however, faced far harsher resistance due to the lack of
connection between dominant opinions about the proper place of women and the political
issue at hand.
Throughout the debates in the 1860s and 70s opponents exploited this lack of
public/private connection to discount the voices of females in favor of the Women’s
Disabilities bill. Women supporting the bill used common political mechanisms like
rallies and petitions to make their wishes known, but the employment of such methods
was often met with antipathy. Particularly, women’s petitions to Parliament were
criticized for being inappropriate, since they represented attempts at entering an
exclusively masculine sphere. While ignoring the message of these petitions in favor of
female enfranchisement, opponents ironically suggested that the absence of women’s
petitions against female enfranchisement should be interpreted as a great majority against
the bill. Opponents insisted that respectable women who did not want the vote would
never put their name to a petition either for or against the legislation. Women who
petitioned in favor of the bill were characterized as examples of the way parliamentary
politics would lead women to break from traditionally idealized femininity.
Simultaneously, the lack of petitions from women against the bill was assumed to
represent a silent, complicit support for the status quo.
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The rhetoric opponents used to discredit and explain away the increasing number
of petitions suggested that women’s voices were not only valued less, but that they had
no place within the political realm. Men, regardless of class, trumped women in terms of
access to parliamentary petitioning. Petitioning the government in Britain had been a
method of making personal interests and desires known for centuries. However,
opponents of the bill found the appearance of women’s petitions offensive. Beresford
Hope described the petitions of women supporting the bill as “disgusting” and argued
that they only “strengthened the argument of those who were conscientiously opposed” to
votes for women.22 Here, women’s attempts to make known their political opinions were
seen as too forward and forcible to fit the general social expectations of female nature.
Supposedly any woman who would participate in such an act was certainly an
undesirable member of the electorate. When working-class men petitioned to address
their political grievances during debates over the 1867 Reform Act, they were praised for
their respectability and their eschewing of violent agitation. Women, however, were
insulted for these same attributes. While petitioning was recognized as a respectable
means for men to communicate political desires, women who employed such a device
were described as “strong-minded,” and “hard-headed.”23 Even women who had
attempted to use petitions in the abolition campaigns faced “male opposition and female
ambivalence” due to the “dominant ideology of the period defin[ing] women’s place as
being in the private rather than the political sphere.”24 The devaluation of female
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petitions implied that silence from women was valued more than their attempts at
developing an appropriate political voice.
This struggle between the silence that social elites deemed characteristic of the
ideal woman and the attempts women made to voice political ideas was indicative of a
subtle battle between socially constructed ideals of femininity and the growing desire
some women held to participate in politics. Historian Martha Vincinus has argued that
while the early nineteenth century was a time when being silent was essentially being
woman, a shift in idealized femininity occurred as the century progressed.25 Common
expectations for women, “most fully developed in the upper middle class,” allowed MPs
to spin the silence of women to support the status quo. Women who were silent on the
issue were automatically deemed opponents of the franchise and praised for their
restraint, respectability, and silence. Traditional gendered expectations from this era
played a major role in the ways MPs evaluated female calls for the vote.
Opponents of the Women’s Disabilities Bill made speeches in the House of
Commons throughout the 1870s that insisted the petitions from women did not represent
the true desires of most women of the kingdom. John Scourfield, member for Pembroke,
was “not convinced that women actually want[ed] the right to vote” and suggested that
the demands of a “small set of demonstrative women” would “force upon the more
numerous and more retiring portion of the female community what they did not wish
for.”26 Such arguments continued to appear into the mid-1870s despite the appearance of
hundreds of thousands of women’s signatures on thousands of petitions as well as the fact
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that no one was proposing compulsory voting. Henry Chaplin, MP for Mid Lincolnshire,
argued that the “agitation being carried out” by those submitting the petitions did not
represent the beliefs of “the majority of women.”27 Clearly, the increase in the number of
petitions implied a growing interest women had in gaining the franchise. However,
opponents managed to deny that these petitions were evidence that most women wanted
the vote. Instead, they turned attention to the women who remained silent on the issue of
the vote.
By exaggerating the value of women’s silence and vilifying their voices,
opponents of the bill took the social pressures for women to remain silent and submissive
and applied them to the political realm. They argued that women who stood against the
bill did so as a result of their appropriate female identity and would not shame themselves
by signing public petitions. Beresford Hope suggested that those females who did not
want the vote thought it inappropriate for “their sex to come forward as political speakers
and political agitators,” and therefore “women who do not want to be enfranchised will
certainly not Petition.”28 He argued that by petitioning Parliament on such a topic
women behaved dishonorably. Women who knew the vote to be a male prerogative
would not associate themselves “with a sort of shame as exposing their names to public
notice and discussion,” even if it was to speak against the bill.29 Therefore, the striking
lack of petitions against the bill and the general silence on the part of women opposed,
opponents argued, should have been received as a resounding shout against the bill.
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Such arguments also exist in secondary works on the topic of “Antis.” Julia Bush,
in her examination of Anti-Suffrage Societies in the late nineteenth century, argues
somewhat timidly that the claim that the “majority of British women did not want the
vote” had “considerable plausibility.”30 Women against the enfranchisement of their own
sex would have displayed limited public voices as a natural “reflection of their positive
commitment to a paradigm of womanhood characterized by altruistic femininity,
devotion to family duties, and inconspicuous public service in the extended domestic
setting of local communities.”31 Oddly enough, in her discussion of the abolition
campaign, Clare Midgley admits that women “did not sign the stream of petitions calling
for the amelioration and gradual abolition of slavery” until closer to the mid-nineteenth
century. The absence of their signatures, however, did not imply that women were
particularly in favor of the institutions of slavery.32 In regard to parliamentary petitions,
women sought to play within the rules of the masculine political system. However,
women’s attempts at employing a political tool that, up until that point, was used almost
exclusively by men, appeared to threaten the stability of gender relations within politics.
The use of petitions opened the door for opponents of the bill to glorify the quiet,
domestic woman and condemn the vocal female politician. John Stuart Mill criticized the
popular argument against the female vote in which opponents claimed the current
political system was not “a rule of force” because it was “accepted voluntarily; women
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make no complaint, and are consenting parties to it.”33 Yet, as women slowly began to
show their displeasure of male political control through written petitions, those
demonstrations were then manipulated by opponents into disqualifications. Regardless of
the number of female signatures on petitions or the quantification of female support for
the vote, the response to petitions on the issue were driven by the general expectations of
gender performance in a political system dominated by men.
The dilemma created by opponents’ characterization of women’s petitions was
exacerbated by the fact that the women under consideration for the vote were often the
same women who had no males to speak for them. The number of property-holding,
single women who would have been enfranchised had the bill passed is unclear.
However, proponents argued that “487,000 widows and 2,110,000 spinsters” had no
husband or male relative to represent their interests with a parliamentary vote.34 The bill
was first introduced in 1866 and “the number of persons presenting petitions in its favour
in 1867 was 13,000. By August 1875, the number of persons presenting petitions was
415,000.”35 To provide a bit of perspective, Clare Midgley, in the case of the abolition
campaign, claimed that “prior to 1830 petitioning of Parliament had been presumed to be
a male preserve.”36 Women’s use of petitions to Parliament increased in the latenineteenth century suffrage campaign, revealing their willingness to turn to traditionallymasculine political mechanisms to give voice to their political desires. While expressing
support for female enfranchisement, the employment of such methods backfired
33
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somewhat by giving political fodder to opponents who claimed these petitions were
evidence that politically-minded women failed to exhibit idealized, respectable
femininity.
When opponents did acknowledge the massive numbers of female petition
signees, they often denied the legitimacy of some of them. Scourfield, for instance,
proposed that “every person signing a Petition in favor of the extension of the franchise
to women should be instructed to accompany the signature with a photographic portrait,”
for he suspected that “many of the signatories were not women, but men in women’s
clothing.”37 Women who participated in political discussions through traditionally
accepted means were criticized for being too masculine because their outward display of
political interest represented a controversial willingness to step outside idealized feminine
expectations. Women’s silence on the issue, on the other hand, implied conformity to
society’s gender expectations.
Opponents of the bill also criticized the text found in petitions from female
suffragists, arguing that the numerous petitions sharing identical language were evidence
of women’s lack of intelligence. Patrick Smollett dismissed these “ready-written
petitions” for being “as alike as two peas.”38 Their similarity, in Smollett’s opinion, only
served to prove that women lacked the political fortitude to operate within the
parliamentary franchise. Thus, he argued that “the sayings and doings of those ladies”
failed to convince him that “they have any right or title to speak of themselves as
representing the sense or intelligence of English women.”39 It is true that many of the
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petitions to Parliament presented their requests in the exact same language. In February
1875 alone, petitions from women in Ironbridge, Bridgeworth, Derby, and Horshaw all
addressed the House of Lords in identical prose.40 But the discounting of petitions
because they shared the same phrasing seems to have had more to do with the fact that
they were from women, and less about their lack of originality; for throughout the
debates of the 1860s and 70s, petitions from men seeking the suffrage were never
contradicted for similar phrasing.
The use of petitions by women and the resulting criticisms they received
illuminates for us the moving target females were required to hit in their quest for
parliamentary voice. To some extent women were criticized for their ignorance of the
rules of a political game which they had never been taught. While opponents made fun
of these copied petitions, different pro-suffrage organizations encouraged the use of
ready-made petitions. These groups encouraged matching petitions by publishing a
standard text for such documents. Thus the Vigilance Association for the Defence of
Personal Rights published a standardized text and instruction that “petitions in the
following or some similar form should be sent at the earliest possible moment,”41
Suffragists encouraging petitions saw the quickest way to produce them to be by
instructing women on how to address Parliament. In any case, this was not the first time
identical petitions had appeared before the Commons. Midgley noted that “identically
40
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worded petitions” were presented from multiple towns during the 1830s.42 The fact that
MPs were discounting these identical petitions while women’s suffrage groups were
encouraging them suggests that women were at a disadvantage because of their
unfamiliarity with the realm of parliamentary politics. Perhaps even more likely, though,
MPs were looking for excuses to continue female exclusion and held women to a higher
standard. If women were discouraged from writing petitions, where were they to obtain
the knowledge of how to use them? Without practice, how were women to learn the
proper etiquette for communicating with Lords and Commons if each petition should be
different? The tendency to discount the power and validity of women’s words in favor of
their own enfranchisement represented a gendered barrier to women’s access to the
political process. Similarly, the glorification of women’s silence on the issue served as a
means of controlling women and continuing the gendered controls of society’s
expectations.
The debates over the enfranchisement of women shed light on the fact that while
many women were eager to obtain the vote, not all of them believed that this bill was the
best means of doing so. Some women spoke out publicly against the bill, not because of
their commitment to the socially-constructed place of women, but because the bill only
included single women. Some female opponents of the Women’s Disabilities bill argued
that it would simply turn the present political injustice suffered by all women into harm
for married women only; such a change would thereby create a rift between two classes
of women, single and married. The Vigilance Association insisted that the women’s
enfranchisement bill would “prejudicially affect the status of married women.”43
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Florence Fenwick Miller remarked that the Women’s Franchise League claimed the vote
“for every woman who possesses the legal qualifications which entitle a man to vote,”
not just single women.44 Miller considered it a “preposterous notion to make celibacy an
additional test of the right to vote in the case of women.”45 Some opponents argued that
giving single women the vote rewarded “extra-legal unions with men while denying that
right to legally married women.”46 Most proponents of the bill, on the other hand,
recognized a need to break down the broader wall of female exclusion from
parliamentary politics before squabbling over the details of which women were to be the
first to reap the benefits. They urged those who “complain of the women’s suffrage
societies” not calling for votes for married women to “bear in mind that their first object
is the removal of the political disability of sex.”47 Pamphlet literature assessing female
enfranchisement tended to take two sides on the issue of single ratepayers versus married
ones.
The lack of petitions from those women not wanting the vote was presented by
opponents as evidence to vote down the bill. Anything resembling strength or voice in
women was feared and heralded by opponents as reason to maintain their exclusion.
Women who supported the bill were victims of the paradoxical challenge of maintaining
their feminine virtue of silence but seeking to make their voices heard. Not only were
they discouraged by social expectations but they were also stunted by their lack of
experience in the national political arena. William Forsyth, member for Marylebone,
nicely summed up the dilemma women faced:
44
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If the few gifted with the power of eloquence and of argument did not come
forward and advocate the rights of their sex, then it was said that women did not
want the franchise – that not one of them had spoken in its favour. On the other
hand, if they did come forward, they were told that they were out of their sphere
and becoming political agitators.48
Women who wished to communicate their support for the Bill for the Removal of
Political Disabilities were victims of a paradoxical trap. If they remained obedient to the
social expectation of female silence, their lack of petitioning was identified as hostility
towards the bill. On the other hand, if they challenged gender norms through petitioning,
opponents described them as loud, strong-minded deviants and not the women whom
society desired – evidence to some that women did not deserve the vote.

The Nature of Women versus the Nature of Politics
Another strand of the debate examined the nature of female behavior and how it
fit within the manly field of politics. Within this debate, both opponents and advocates of
the Removal of Women’s Disabilities Bill used gendered descriptions of women’s nature
as evidence both for and against their becoming voters. While many insisted that the
enfranchisement of women was not a question of sex, the language they used implied
otherwise. Like the debates over expanding the suffrage to working-class men,
negotiations over admitting women to the parliamentary franchise relied heavily on
matching the nature of politics to the gendered nature of the subjects in question. In the
case of women, however, the comments about the tendencies of their sex were a great
deal more overt. Discussions of working-class men implied that their masculinity was
particularly shaped by their economic status. The type of masculinity they displayed
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could either qualify or disqualify them as voters. With women, however, the discussion
was more about whether class allowed women to overcome the shortcomings of their
gender, even when they were perceived to be ideal women. In conversations leading up
to the 1867 Act, politicians argued that men worthy of the suffrage should possess
respectable attributes that fit the civilized, intelligent arena of parliamentary politics.
However, when the Women’s Disabilities Bill was in question, an opposite description of
politics was employed. Instead, politics was described as rough-and-tumble, violent, and
indelicate, meaning that women adhering to proper ideal femininity were unfit
participants.
Women received the right to vote in municipal and school board elections in
1867, which set a challenging standard for those MPs wishing to deny women access to
the parliamentary vote. Proponents of the Bill called for adherence to legislative
precedent, and if women were allowed the local vote, they should surely receive the vote
for parliamentary elections. Opponents of female enfranchisement, however, explained
why they were willing to concede local suffrage to women but deny them the vote in
national elections. They characterized the municipal franchise as a public extension of
women’s private duties while denying that such an extension existed within the
parliamentary vote. Edward Leatham, MP for Huddersfield, argued that “the schoolboard franchise was given to women almost without discussion, and because everybody
felt that there was nothing unfeminine in a woman's assisting in the election of persons
who were to superintend the education of girls.”49 Once again MPs were verbally
constructing different spheres for female political participation to match the voting rights
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they possessed. They argued that women were “naturally” responsible for the education
of the household and, therefore, it was logical that they took part in the legislative
organization of local schools. However, opponents who rued even the local
enfranchisement of women argued that the bill was forced through when no one was
paying attention and that it was a great mistake. Robert Hanbury, member for North
Staffordshire, argued that “there is a great difference between a local franchise and the
general franchise which it is sought to give to women now.”50 Even though female
ratepayers held the privilege of the local vote, their inclusion in the parliamentary
franchise was far from automatic.
Perhaps the most popular excuse for denying women a stake in the parliamentary
franchise was that politics was too rugged for the admission of delicate females. The
idealized private sphere, the supposed natural habitat of respectable Victorian women,
served as an invisible barrier blocking women out of the parliamentary franchise. It is
also necessary address the questionable usefulness of separate spheres in nineteenthcentury England. Historian Amanda Vickery has argued that the historical conception of
public and private spheres should be jettisoned.51 While they might provide a starting
point for analysis, she labels them “artificial and unwieldy.”52 However, the debates over
women’s place in national politics certainly indicate that contemporaries believed in
separate spheres, regardless of their reality. To be sure, women found ways of asserting
their own power and authority in “spheres” they were theoretically exempt from; but they
were denied the parliamentary vote and this study targets the language of opponents to
50
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their enfranchisement as potential reasons for that exclusion. Often, opponents wielded
the rhetoric of the domestic female to prove her incompatibility with parliamentary
politics. Such opinions were common throughout Europe during the second half of the
nineteenth century. Thus, in her discussion of male and female political identities in
France’s Third Republic, Judith Surkis has suggested that women’s bodies were
“marked” by their “femininity and therefore required care.”53 That gendered marking
meant that women were theoretically incapable of achieving autonomy; thus autonomy
became “a trait of masculinity itself.”54
Similar ideology was present in the rhetoric surrounding the political identity of
women in Britain in the 1860s and 70s. Beresford Hope feared that “if the female
character – which was emotional rather than logical – acquired any undue influence in the
affairs of State, sentiment and not reason might guide the deliberations of the world.”55
Giving women the vote in violent contests would “plunge them into all the trouble,
turmoil, heat, and annoyance incidental to contested elections.”56 The female “delicacy
of nature,” according to Edward Bouverie, left women unfit to “enter into the rough
struggle of public meetings” where they would be “shouldered and shuffled about.”57
Beresford Hope “wished to protect women from being forced forward into the hurlyburly of party politics.”58 Such sentiments not only identified the political realm as a
sphere unfit for women’s sensibilities, it also echoed the notion that women needed to be
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protected. Hierarchies of a religious nature were often used to voice the idea that
providence had designed the two variations of humanity to handle different matters in
different spheres. The political matters that involved “duties which belong to the external
world, which are rugged in their character . . . fall to the rougher and more rugged sex.”59
On the other hand, Beresford Hope claimed, “those [issues] which are best discharged in
the privacy of home, which appeal more to the heart,” fall to those belonging to “a higher
and purer sex than ourselves.”60 Relying again on “separate spheres,” Beresford Hope
posits that because politics might soil the purity of women opponents were right in
continuing to exclude them from the parliamentary vote.
Many politicians described the “natural tendencies” of the female to include
sentimentality, excess of emotion, lack of logic, general weakness, and simplemindedness. However, opponents and advocates of the bill disagreed about how these
traits common to the nature of women matched up with the nature of politics. Opponents
often used these descriptions as disqualifications for the parliamentary franchise. Daniel
O’Donoghue denied that the debate over the enfranchisement of women could truly be a
serious question because he saw it as “an attempt to subvert the natural order of the world
by investing women with prerogatives and imposing upon them duties that belong
exclusively to men, simply from the fact that they are men.”61 The natural and
unalterable weakness in women, opponents argued, meant that this portion of politics was
beyond their reach, “and no amount of education would render the female as strong, as
powerful, and as capable of going through a course of continuous exertion as men
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were.”62 Even when women were credited with having some courage or strength, it was
demeaned and described as a “courage . . . of a passive kind, fitting her for endurance,
whilst the courage of man is of an active character.”63 In addition to their lack of strength
and courage, women’s supposed deficiency in general intelligence was used as evidence
to deny them the vote. MPs described women as lacking logic, but owning the ability to
know what was womanly. Leatham stated that “everyone will allow that Nature,
speaking generally of the sex, has denied to women the faculty of very close reasoning,”
but has provided women something “perhaps of equal importance – and that is an innate
and unerring, and, to the best women, imperative sense of what is womanly.”64 Leatham,
long-time opponent of the Women’s Disabilities bill, argued that while women were not
very intelligent, the smartest ones at least knew their place. Thus, he not only denied the
qualification of women for the national vote but also applauded those women who
continued to remain silent on the issue, much like those who praised women who did not
present petitions to Parliament. Women’s sentimentality made them “more fitted for
private influence,” while men were “more capable of direct government.”65
To avoid insulting the women they were barring from the vote, some MPs
flattered women and denied the superiority of men. Mill called out the opposition and
their smooth-talking tactics, stating that these were “empty compliment[s], which must
provoke a bitter smile from every woman in spirit.”66 Mill insisted that “power holds
smoother language, and whomsoever it oppresses, always pretends to do so for their own
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good.”67 Yet, in actuality, the primary objective was to maintain an unbalanced political
playing field, for as Mill claimed, “the male sex cannot yet tolerate the idea of living with
an equal.”68 Anti-suffragists’ insistence on women’s lack of fitness highlighted the
extent to which the debate was a discussion of sex. Sometimes even when opponents
admitted that women were not inferior to men, they still opposed the bill because women
were naturally meant to be excluded from the manly arena of parliamentary politics.
O’Donoghue insisted that women were generally and morally the “superiors” of men as a
result of “their self-imposed submission to certain restrictions,” and even acknowledged
that women were intellectually equal as well. Yet, he still opposed female suffrage.69 In
one breath, opponents idolized the “female” characteristics of sympathy and sensitivity
while simultaneously listing those traits as their reason for denying them the vote. Due to
the unruly nature of the voting system, elections made it:
as troublesome not to vote as to give a vote; and yet Parliament was asked to put
the helpless female lodgers, seamstresses, and such persons, in this dilemma. The
very nature of women called for sympathy and protection, and for the highest and
most chivalrous treatment on the part of the men; but, instead of this being
accorded for the future, it was now proposed to thrust them into a position which
they were by their sex, by their condition in life, and by their previous training
totally unqualified to grapple with.70
While these feminine traits were generally expected by society, they were incompatible,
according to opponents, with the climate of the political system. By passing as proper,
respectable women in society, women were disqualifying themselves for the vote.
Opponents sought to exaggerate the gendered differences between men and women in

67

Ibid., 48.
Ibid., 47.
69
Daniel O’Donoghue, Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 3rd ser., vol. 234 (6 June 1877), col.
68

1379.

70

Alexander Beresford Hope, Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 3rd ser., vol. 206 (3 May 1871),

col. 100.

106

relationship to the idealized gender identity of the political system in order to highlight
women’s unfitness for that realm.
On the other hand, advocates of the bill suggested that these feminine traits were
the very reasons women should be added to the electorate. Proponents for enfranchising
single, rate-paying women also confirmed the existence of differences between the sexes,
but argued that the “natural traits” of women gave them a place within the parliamentary
electorate. They argued that the admission of women into the franchise had the potential
to reform the political system for the better by introducing idealized feminine
characteristics like timidity, peacefulness, concern for education, and sound judgment.
J.S. Mill argued that giving women the vote would allow “the opinion of women [to]
possess a more beneficial . . . influence upon the general mass of human belief and
sentiment,” expanding the moral influence of women into more areas than just the raising
of children.71 Interestingly, Mill, who argued most of the time that there was no innate
female nature, suggested here that there was and that the addition of that feminine nature
would improve the electorate. Similarly, Forsyth proposed that women were “generally
considered better judges of character than men, and all they will have to do in voting will
be to select from among competing candidates those they think most eligible for
parliamentary responsibility.”72 But even some proponents of women’s suffrage voiced a
belief in women’s intellectual inferiority. According to Forsyth, “the average brainpower of women is not equal to that of men; but that is not the question. The question is
whether they are so inferior to men . . . as not fit to be trusted with a fractional share of
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the responsibility” of electing MPs.73 Advocates pointed to women’s successful
participation in school board and municipal elections, duties which theoretically
coincided with their feminine sensibilities, as proof that they should be given a vote in
Parliament.74 Hopwood insisted that if “education is the power through which we all
derive our pretended knowledge to judge of State affairs,” and the passage of the
municipal franchise proves “women should be on school boards,” then they should have
just as much access to Parliament as men.75 Although proponents admitted to the
weakness and inferiority of women at times, they argued that such shortcomings were
irrelevant to the debate, especially if the nature of politics had now changed to a less
violent arena. Harriet Taylor Mill agreed that women lagged behind men intellectually
and physically, but those inequalities were all the more reason to enfranchise them. The
time had arrived for politics to protect “those who were physically weaker” from being
“made legally inferior.”76 Mill argued that the “rule of physical strength” that had been
the “general law of human affairs” was now fading, meaning that it was time for
women’s interests to be directly protected through their voices in Parliament. Mill agreed
that politics had become more civilized and, therefore, harmonized better with the
sensibilities of female voters.
Many other proponents echoed Harriet Taylor Mill’s claim that the gradual
change in national politics made parliamentary elections an appropriate arena for female
participation. Debates over the possible expansion of the electorate to include women
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contrasted starkly with the debates over working-class male voters in the 1860s and
agricultural laborers in the 1880s. Voices in favor of expanding the male suffrage to
include working-class men in the boroughs cited that these men had improved themselves
in education and intellect as reason for their enfranchisement. Women, however, were
seldom characterized as having improved in intellect or education. Rather, women were
now fit for the franchise because of the way politics had changed. The introduction of
the secret ballot in August of 1872 had changed the face of national British politics.
Forsyth admitted that “under open voting there might appear to be something unfeminine
in a woman going to the polling-booth, but now the voting is as solemn as a funeral.”77
The popular argument had been that politics “render[s] men selfish and hard,” and
women had to be excluded to “preserve [them] from the bad influences of the world.”78
But Harriet Taylor Mill insisted that this argument was no longer valid. The world no
longer existed in “the age of violence, when life was full of physical conflict, and every
man had to redress his injuries or those of others, by the sword or by the strength of his
arm.”79 The gradual civilization of the political arena in Britain should have meant that
women were welcome and safe in that space. Yet, in the juxtaposition of women’s
sensibilities and the climate of parliamentary politics, women were almost always
described as soft – even after the introduction of the ballot.
On a few occasions, politicians attempted to challenge traditional gender
stereotypes of women and society’s expectations for them in their support for the bill.
Many of these challenges to gender norms were exemplified by those women who were
forced to work and provide for their families in ways upper-class women were not.
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These examples mark the rare occasions when MPs acknowledged lower-class women as
potential voters. Some MPs described women as hard, rugged, and self-sufficient,
positing that they had little need of protection and therefore fit the requirements for
parliamentary enfranchisement. Hugh Playfair argued that while opponents of the bill
“raised women like a piece of fine porcelain on a high pedestal to be gazed at and
admired,” they were “forgetting that the great mass of them are as good sound
earthenware, excellent for everyday use, and no more liable to be broken than the
ordinary ware of which man is composed.”80 Similarly, Rowland Blennerhassett,
Member for Kerry, challenged the notion that women should be denied the vote because
it would interfere with their duties at home. He insisted that thousands of women, instead
of prospering in a tender, domestic world, existed “in a hard and cruel working world.”81
Their placement in the rugged arena of parliamentary elections would be no more
difficult than the challenges they faced in their private lives.
Single women were not the only representatives of this class of female laborers.
Historian Lee Holcombe has argued that census figures from the second half of the
nineteenth century “were showing with ever greater clarity that wives in increasing
numbers were being employed for wages outside the home.”82 Yet, such statistics were
seldom mentioned by proponents of those in favor of the enfranchisement of married
women. Those same census records demonstrated through the changing labels of
employed women “the disappearance of the assumption that wives at home were
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productively employed although not working for wages.”83 Thus, opponents could easily
reject the notion that married women were independent enough to deserve their own
parliamentary vote since their domestic labor was rarely viewed as profitable in any way.
The image of the woman worker was seldom addressed by opponents of the female
suffrage and only rarely mentioned by supporters. Instead, women were consistently
painted as figures more likely to be tainted by the vote than improved by it, whether they
were single or married, employed inside the home or out.
The role of education, much like that of paid labor, in the debate over women’s
votes was quite different from the role education played in negotiating the franchise for
working-class men. Supporters of expanded male suffrage argued that giving workingclass men the vote would improve their education and intelligence. However, such an
argument was only presented a handful of times by MPs during the debates over female
voters in the 60s, 70s, and 80s. A few of the proponents of the enfranchisement of
women suggested that, similar to the effects on working-class men, women who received
the vote would benefit intellectually from the task. While women might not have been
ready for the vote at present, the mere exercising of the privilege would lead them to
greater education in the long run. The Education Acts of 1870 and 1880 were passed
during this same era of debate; the bills created local school boards and made elementary
education compulsory for children between five and ten years old, respectively. Of the
women who had the financial freedom to involve themselves in political associations,
"most had received only a rudimentary formal education but were permitted free access
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to their fathers' libraries. They were also exposed to lively political and social
discussions within the family circle."84
Of the proponents who did suggest that the franchise would bring about
improvement in the female sex, most implied that such enhancement came only in the
form of compatibility with men. Forsyth argued that opponents “will find that instead of
injuring the nature and character of woman they have done something to elevate them
both, and make her more fit to be the intellectual companion of man.”85 Even J. S. Mill
agreed that the lack of equality in political education led to the limits on the “intimate
society of married life,” and that the education provided by political involvement would
make women better mates for men.86 Both opponents and advocates for the
enfranchisement of women attempted to compare their socially-constructed sensibilities
of women to the tendencies of national politics. The rhetoric describing the gender
identity of women was used to prove both their worthiness and their disqualification. As
Susan Kingsley Kent has argued,
upon the female as a biological entity, a sexed body, nineteenth-century theorists
imposed a socially and culturally constructed "femininity," a gender identity
derived from ideas about what roles were appropriate for women. This collapsing
of sex and gender - of the physiological organism with the normative social
creation - made it possible for women to be construed as at once pure and purely
sexual; although paradoxical, these definitions excluded women from
participation in the public sphere and rendered them subordinate to men in the
private sphere as well.87
The debate over women’s suffrage in the second half of the nineteenth century
exemplifies the paradoxical constructions of femininity and the resistance to their
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political inclusion. The debates over female inclusion in this era suggest that the common
social conceptions of gender were shifting and that gendered definitions were more fluid
than those Kent described. The dominant cultural definitions of what it meant to be
feminine infiltrated the language politicians used to negotiate the inclusion of women in
the parliamentary franchise. By identifying the political arena as a male venue,
dominated by rough, violent politics, while characterizing potential female voters as frail,
timid, and weak, opponents established a rhetorical road block to the enfranchisement of
women. On the other hand, proponents for female enfranchisement often employed the
use of common discourses of ideal femininity to overcome those barriers. Women were
continually described as outsiders to the political realm as a result of the expectations for
their gender. By creating incompatible myths about the natural gendered identity of both
the British female sex and British national politics, opponents of the Women’s
Disabilities Bill were able to formulate rhetorical paths that suggested that women were
unfit for politics. They were then able to push that idea to even more extreme
generalizations about the way women would change politics and how politics would
change women. These rhetorical paths, however, when followed to their logical ends,
resulted in extraordinarily conflicting arguments against the Women’s Disabilities bill.

“Unsexing” Women in the Political Sphere
Perhaps the most unique and interesting facet of the debates over female suffrage
was how contradictorily the opposition used gender to argue its case. The series of
propositions and suppositions uttered throughout the debates highlighted and exacerbated
the incoherence of the “anti” argument. Opponents took aspects of assumed gender
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difference and exaggerated them to the point of contradiction. A proper examination of
these debates cannot help but to foreground the illogicality of the arguments made by
opponents, which appeared to stem from excessive fear of women’s participation in
national politics.
The strand of debate assessing whether the nature of women fit properly with the
nature of politics led to contradictory arguments regarding what would happen if women
were actually admitted to a public/political space incompatible with their natural
gendered tendencies. Opponents argued that mixing manly politics and feminine
sensibilities presented two dangers. These two dangers, however, were in themselves
conflicting. First, opponents claimed that exposing women to the masculine field of
parliamentary politics would contaminate the peaceable timidity of the female sex. Thus,
women were to be shielded from the corrupting influence enfranchisement would have on
their gender identity. Second, and perhaps more threatening to the masculinity of the
nation, once women were enfranchised, their feminine tendencies would weaken, or
feminize, the national government. The supposedly masculine nature of parliamentary
politics was at risk of being feminized by the inclusion of women. So while on one hand
MPs insisted that women would be harmed by politics, they simultaneously argued that
politics would be damaged by women. In their rants against the bill, anti-suffrage MPs
alternated between two visions of women in their arguments against votes for women.
First, there was the ideally feminine woman, who required protection from politics lest
she become unsexed or masculinized. Second, there was the politically-minded female
seeking to voice her support for women’s votes. This second image of woman bred fear
and irrationality and spurred the illogical arguments posited by the opposition.
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The concern that women were too weak to participate in the manly sphere of
politics corresponded directly to familiar social beliefs about idealized femininity.
Because it was commonly asserted that the duty of man was to protect woman, it was
thus only logical that the duty of the male-run government was to protect women from
the ills of politics. Women’s weakness was often cited as the primary restriction on their
ability to participate in the parliamentary franchise. Bouverie charged that “it was one of
the absurdities propounded by” advocates of women’s rights that the “more violent and
laborious pursuits of men could be equally discharged by women.”88 The imagery of
politics as a violent sphere was continually used to emphasize the lack of fitness of
female voters and the inherent danger that such disparity posed. Beresford Hope insisted
that a woman held her power “by her very weakness, her helplessness, her reliance upon
man” and to give her the vote would mean to “substitute a hard legal power” for “this
indefinite sway.”89 Such an alteration to the social balance of gender influence would
then lead to the neglect of female responsibilities and duties. Bouverie also claimed that
that same alteration would “unsex women altogether.” Since “they are the weaker
portion of the human creation” who was Parliament “to take them down from their
pedestal, and make them enter into rough competition with men?”90 Politicians debated
the possibility that the admission of women into the franchise would actually cause a
literal change in the gender identity of British females allowed to vote.
While opponents touted fears that the “weaker sex,” once allowed to vote, would
be “unsexed” and thus rendered unfeminine, they also claimed that the masculinity of the
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field of politics would rub off on newly-enfranchised female participants and render them
manly. Or, opponents feared, the loss of their femininity would lead to a startling lack of
gender in British women. The notion of unsexing women implied that the sexual identity
of women was dependent on their social weakness and political subjugation. Leatham
expanded on the unsexing of the British female by quoting the Comte de Gasparin from
“Les Reclamations des Femmes”; the end result of the bill, he argued, would be to “lose
the woman without getting the man. What we shall get is that monstrous and repulsive
creature . . . la femme-homme.”91 Often the term “unsex” appeared to be synonymous
with “masculinize,” as many opponents of the bill insisted that the result would not be to
create genderless creatures but rather to “turn women into men.”92 By exposing women
to the violence of the polls and the distraction of party politics, Bouverie insisted that
women would lose their innocence and be tainted by the political world. He feared that
the enfranchisement of women would insure that “we are to become a nation of
Amazons; that we are to have women barristers, attorneys, doctors, and for aught I know,
Bishops.”93 The rhetorical use of terms like “unsexing” and “masculine” implied that
women would not only experience a change in their gendered habits but also in their sex.
As absurd as those claims were, they continued to appear in debates year after year.
Goldwin Smith insisted that the discussion of intellect and property as qualifiers was
irrelevant to the debate since “by unsexing women, we should do no homage to either
sex.”94 Thus, opponents simultaneously argued that femininity made it unsafe for women
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to enter the political sphere, and yet their doing so would result in either their unsexing or
their masculinization.
Politicians urged that women, once enfranchised, would suffer masculinizing
emotional, intellectual, and even physical alterations. Women’s appearance, dress, and
proper professional place were all criticized as a means of demonstrating their
masculinization and disqualification. The different ways gendered physical appearance
played into qualification marked another instance in which the debates for women’s
suffrage and votes for working-class men were at odds.

Men could use dress as a means

of presenting themselves as adherents to society’s prized respectable masculinity. An
emphasis on the physical appearance of men, however, was not common. In one of the
rare occasions when the appearance of men was addressed, the Bee-Hive reported that the
working men who marched on Hyde Park had “dressed themselves, for the most part, in
the clothes they usually wear on Sundays, high days, and holidays,” implying their desire
to present themselves as respectable.95 For women, dressing in compliance with social
norms was expected, but was in no way viewed as a reason to consider them worthy of
the vote. Respectability among potential female voters was rarely noted, considering
only propertied classes of women were even considered. In the 1860s and 1870s, while
there were different versions of masculinity which men exhibited, there was one form of
tolerable femininity. Men who portrayed something other than the politically lucrative
respectable masculinity were still considered men. However, women not complying with
society’s prescribed femininity had their womanliness questioned. For men, being
respectably masculine meant qualification for the vote. However, for women, being
feminine meant respectability, but that did not necessarily warrant suffrage.
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Women who used deviant modes of appearance to promote their political cause
were more often seen as unworthy of the vote, as they represented the “unsexing” process
that opponents feared. In describing the American women who came to promote female
suffrage with their British sisters, Smollett claimed they had “assumed, or rather usurped
male attire – they clad themselves in breeches . . . called ‘Bloomers.’”96 He described
how British agitators quickly abandoned such dress because most of all they desired “the
admiration of the male sex.”97 His description of the female agitators from America is
reminiscent of the way anti-feminists spoke of feminists as Lesbians during the first
wave, seeking to discredit them by poking fun at their appearance in hopes of “othering”
them. Smollett’s language is laughable when considering the arena in which the remarks
were made; an assessment of women’s clothing in the House of Commons as a means of
debating their right to vote reveals how vital women’s feminine appearance and their
fulfillment of society’s gender expectations was to their political empowerment.
Perhaps even more shocking was Smollett’s continuation of the conversation
beyond the clothing to the body of the female agitators. He explained that British women
abandoned the masculine costume mostly because “they saw at once that the pectoral,
abdominal, and fundamental development of the sex looked grotesque in masculine
attire.”98 But even though the “dress was discontinued, the type of strong-minded women
still survived.”99 In a similarly sexist manner, Leatham jokingly implored his colleagues
to imagine the “blooming and engaging First Commissioness of Works, or a lovely and
accomplished Post Mistress General” to point out the ridiculousness of women’s
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participation in parliamentary concerns.100 While women were successful in employing
these divergent gender practices to make their political grievances known, the end result
was not in their favor. In addition to donning masculine dress, women spoke in public
forums, wrote political tracts, and used petitions to Parliament to break from traditionally
acceptable female behavior and voice their views on female enfranchisement. Again,
female supporters of the Women’s Disabilities bill found themselves caught between two
contradictory assumptions. While women who deviated from idealized femininity to
broadcast their case were identified as examples of why not to grant them the vote, the
women who continued to adhere to social norms were also assumed to be evidence for
putting down the bill. If we think back to the assessment of women’s petitions,
politicians spoke just as disapprovingly of women’s willingness to “wear bloomers” and
speak in public meetings. Opponents were determined to use gender expectations to
diminish all efforts on the part of women to verbalize their desire for the vote. This
determination not only highlighted the significance gender played in the negotiation for
women’s suffrage but also the fear opponents felt toward the possibility of female voters.
The irrational and illogical nature of the opposition’s case against female suffrage
revealed the fear that perhaps fueled these incoherent arguments. Women’s attempts at
bringing about political equality were peaceable and rational, at least in the nineteenthcentury campaign, but they were met with a rash and harsh opposition. Historian Ben
Griffin claimed that while not all members may have been the epitome of ideal
masculinity, they adamantly sought to protect Parliament and its electorate from the
infiltration of women to protect their own perceived masculine image. Griffin argued
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that “if the physical robustness required for public life were shown to be compatible with
femininity," then MPs whose masculine images were in many ways less compatible with
the idealized norm would stand to lose their main stronghold of masculine identity.101
Peter Gay, in The Bourgeois Experience, suggested that these “furiously irrational”
responses to female political participation were quite common among men trying to
prevent the infiltration of women into the manly sphere of politics.102 Citing examples in
the American Suffrage movement, Gay argued that critics of the women at Seneca Falls,
where “moderation was in quiet control,” made fun of the female leaders and “questioned
their sexual credentials.”103 British opponents of female suffrage pointed to American
suffragists as well as the wardrobes and personalities of female suffragists in England to
support their claim that women concerned with suffrage represented a dangerous,
disconcerting gender anomaly. Politically active women were described as being
“repulsive” and incapable of marrying. Specifically, Edward Leatham claimed that
women who sought political enfranchisement could “never marry” and thus were asking
Parliament to “provide for them a masculine career.”104 The fact that a peaceful political
campaign for female suffrage led to such malicious criticisms and illogical arguments is
evidence of the fear and panic many politicians felt toward the expanding electorate.
Cynthia Eagle Russett, in Sexual Science, has suggested that “women, and savages,
together with idiots, criminals, and pathological monstrosities, were a constant source of
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anxiety to male intellectuals in the late nineteenth century.”105 As women sought to
renegotiate the political boundaries of the electorate, the panic among MPs manifested
itself in even further irrationality within the opposition’s argument.
Perhaps the most striking contradiction of the “anti” argument was that while
women could be unsexed by the dangerous arena of politics, politics could also be
castrated by the inclusion of women. Somehow, women needed protection from
parliament while politics also needed protection from women. The allegedly virile, rough
atmosphere of national politics would lose its own gendered identity if women were
involved. Beresford Hope suggested that if Parliament were to “enfranchise women
generally, and make them a power in the country,” the nation would find itself “drifting
on a sea of impulsive philanthropy and sentimentalism, where you are now at anchor on
the principles of political economy.”106 A year later, Beresford Hope posited a similar
notion before the Commons that because “reason predominated in the man, [and]
emotion and sympathy in the woman,” if women were given the parliamentary franchise
“the risk would be that they would have in the House an excess of the emotional and
sentimental element over the logical and reasoning faculty.” 107 The notion that women
could infect the manly institution of Parliament with their feminine ways continued
through the course of the 1870s. It was not different MPs making these conflicting
claims, either. Beresford Hope, Bouverie, Leatham, and others issued contradicting
arguments about both the unsexing women and the feminizing of politics. In 1875,
Leatham insisted that “if we value the manliness of our [government] institutions and the
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manliness of our policy, let us keep all the springs and sources of them manly.”108 This
language suggested a belief that the gendered identity of individual voters actually
influenced the imagined gender identity of the government system. Opponents of the bill
sought to emphasize the importance of maintaining a masculine political identity through
the admittance of only properly masculine voters.
Opponents even questioned the masculinity of men who supported the
enfranchisement of women, suggesting that “feminine peculiarity had infected some of
the advocates of the Bill.”109 Another contradiction in the opposition’s logic was their
characterization of male and female supporters of women’s suffrage. While female
supporters were often described as masculine and freakishly unfeminine, male
proponents were portrayed as effeminate. Opponents challenged the masculine identity
of male supporters of female suffrage and suggested that politics would be doomed to the
same effeminate fate if the bill passed. Debates over the Women’s Disabilities Bill
occurred almost annually from the late 1860s up to the passing of the County Franchise
Act in 1884.110 The most exhaustive debates took place between 1870 and 1873. MPs’
comments in debates from the middle of the decade made clear the fatigue that many of
them felt over the topic. Yet, in 1875 through the early 1880s, the debates picked up
steam once again, only to fizzle prior to 1884. One of the most notable debates in which
MPs challenged the gender identity of supporters of women’s suffrage took place in 1876
and 1877 between pro-female-suffrage spokesman William Forsyth and anti-suffragist
Henry Chaplin. The exchange between them is notable because of the overt gendered
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rhetoric which demonstrated the extent to which gender identity in nineteenth-century
Britain was tied to the possession of the franchise. In April 1876 Chaplin argued that the
Women’s Disabilities Bill was supported only by “a bustling clique of masculine women
and feminine men,” and that it would only reward a few members of the “reckless
sisterhood” who supported it.111 Over a year later, in June 1877, Forsyth called Chaplin
to the carpet for his remarks. Forsyth sought to discredit the notion of masculine women
by pointing to a number of popular, caring, respectable females, like Mary Somerville
and Florence Nightingale, as supporters of the bill.112 The language in this exchange is
particularly rich in two ways. First, Chaplin sought to discredit supporters of the bill by
denying their compliance with society’s common expectations of both sexes. Second,
Forsyth challenged Chaplin’s implications that only men and women exhibiting
something other than the ideal gender identity would support and benefit from the bill by
presenting supporters who fit gender norms.
The conflicting arguments of opponents of the Women’s Disabilities bill fit
clearly into the assumption that politics was a masculine realm to be protected from the
feminizing influence of women. They also revealed the continued dilemma faced by
women seeking a means of arguing for their own political voice. Simone de Beauvoir, in
her 1949 work The Second Sex, argued that a woman’s world was never exclusively her
own. Instead, “although she might close the doors and cover the windows, she does not
find absolute security in her home,” for it still existed in a “masculine universe.”113
Similarly, the sphere of the home in Victorian Britain was not a sacred, exclusively
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female space.114 Parliament was exclusive to men. The strong resistance to the
admittance of women into the franchise controlling that realm was their attempt to
maintain an exclusively male space. As all of this gendered rhetoric suggests, MPs
openly and subtly argued whether or not the vote was, at its root, a question of sex. Some
opponents made no secret of the fact that their primary reasons for opposing the
Women’s Disabilities Bill was because of women’s sex. Proponents of female suffrage
argued that examples of female sovereigns were proof that women could handle the
parliamentary vote. Victoria had been on the throne since 1837, but opponents suggested
her reign was more proof of women’s inability than their qualification for national
politics. Leatham made no secret of the fact that he believed women incapable of
operating in national politics. He posited that “the Queen rules by the advice of her
Ministers, who, thank God! at present are men and not women,” and she owed much of
her own success and popularity to the “masculine intellect” of Prince Albert, on which
“she was accustomed to rely.”115 Other opponents appeared somewhat ashamed of their
sexism and sought to shift the focus away from the fact that they were denying women
the vote because of their sex. William Gladstone, an opponent of female enfranchisement
in the 1860s, 70s, and 80s, went to great lengths to prove it was not sex that led him to his
opposition. In his letter to MP Samuel Smith in 1892, Gladstone proposed that the issue
of female suffrage was “not a party question, or a class question, so neither is it a sex
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question.”116 In the same letter, however, he maintained that the differences between
men’s and women’s mental and physical capabilities were the primary concern of the
debate. Contradictory statements like Gladstone’s about denying sex as the primary issue
but then pointing to gendered stereotypes as the disqualifier were common in the
language of opponents.
These contradictions did not go unnoticed by supporters of the bill. Many
criticized the hypocrisy of those who insisted that their resistance to the bill was not an
issue of sex, while pointing to feminine characteristics as their explanation for denying
women the vote. Advocates for the increased presence of women in parliamentary
politics argued that denying women the vote merely due to their gender was utterly
ridiculous. Harriet Taylor Mill and others cited the vast influence of female monarchs in
Britain and on the Continent as evidence for their fitness.117 J. S. Mill insisted that if
Queen Victoria’s success was due to her advisors then “women must be better qualified
than men both for the position of sovereign, and for that of chief minister; for the
principal business of a prime minister is not to govern in person, but to find the fittest
persons to conduct every department of public affairs."118 Millicent Garrett Fawcett
demonstrated that sex was the ultimate factor in gaining access to the electorate, since
“the only absolute disqualification, beside those of crime and pauperism, is that of sex”
which placed “cultivated intelligent women . . . politically in a position inferior to that
enjoyed by the illiterate lunatic who may happen to record his vote in a lucid interval.”119
According to Jacob Bright, admission to the franchise was not an issue of sex when
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referring to men, since “there are men in every position of life – and of every degree of
intelligence and education – who have no votes.” Instead of enfranchising based on sex,
he explained, “Parliament applies a certain test and gives votes to all those men who can
submit to that test.”120 Such a practice led to the enfranchisement of a man even if “he
belong[ed] to the fraternity of London thieves, though he be an habitual drunkard, or a
returned convict, though he may belong to the class of those who are so ignorant that they
scarcely know the name of the Sovereign who sits upon the Throne.”121 Proponents like
Bright, Garrett Fawcett, the Mills, and others sought to demonstrate that sex was,
unfairly, the ultimate disqualifier in the minds of opponents. But their efforts, at least in
the nineteenth century, went unrewarded.
Behind the illogical arguments of the opposition was the fear of opening the
parliamentary sphere up to the participation of women. While their evidence was clearly
contradictory, their efforts to thwart the campaign for female suffrage were successful.
The concern over the change in women’s sexual identities and alteration of the natural
balance between the sexes illuminated the importance of gender in the political identity
of the nation. In short, anti-suffragist MPs insisted that the admission of women to the
male sphere of parliamentary politics not only threatened to masculinize women, but also
to feminize politics. The presence of these contradictory uses of femininity within the
debate demonstrated the true extent to which gender mattered in qualification for the
parliamentary franchise. Voting, it would seem in light of those debates, was a matter of
sex. There were those opponents, however, who often insisted that their stance against
female voters was not based on reasons of gender difference. Their protests, however
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feeble, pointed to the final strand of debate. Much like the conversation of the fitness of
working-class men as voters, the debates over women’s suffrage included some
consideration of property, autonomy, and intelligence as qualifiers for the vote.

“Manly” Qualifications
The debate over admitting women voters to the parliamentary franchise remained
anchored to the need to reconcile their gendered identity with the perceived nature of
national politics; but, as with the debates over the other Reform Acts, property,
intelligence and the autonomy that they represented remained a primary qualifier. The
lingering conversation about property and intelligence only served to muddy the already
opaque waters of gender and class as the primary qualifiers for parliamentary votes. The
broader political context in which the Women’s Disabilities Bill was debated drew
particular attention to the importance of intelligence and property. For as that bill was
being debated, so too was the County Franchise Bill, which sought to extend household
suffrage given to the boroughs in 1867 to those male householders living in the counties.
The contention surrounding county householders’ rights to vote stemmed from the
concern over their intelligence and their possession of a minimal amount of property.
That property possession was often represented by a man’s ability to pay rates.
Simultaneously, the primary implication of the Women’s Disabilities bill was that women
who owned property and were single, and were therefore autonomous, should vote.
Debates over the Women’s Disabilities bill went beyond a discussion of property to
include gender identity as reasons to qualify or disqualify them for the vote. It was not
until the Married Women’s Property Act of 1870 and further legislation in 1882 that
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women were permitted “to hold property in their own right.”122 This tension between the
base issue of property and intelligence and the inclusion of gender as a qualifier,
contextualized by the simultaneous debate over county householders, revealed
inconsistencies in which constituencies Parliament claimed to represent. If the
parliamentary franchise was meant to represent property, then surely wealthy widows and
spinsters were fit to vote. If, however, the parliamentary franchise was meant to
represent men above all, then why all the fuss about property and intelligence? Why not
enfranchise all men? The conundrum over the purpose of the franchise was further
complicated by the relationship between the Second and Third Reform Acts, the
Women’s Disabilities Bill and the years in which they were debated.
Proponents of women’s suffrage emphasized intelligence and autonomy in the
language they used to support the Women’s Disabilities bill. Henry Fawcett argued that
if
we [Parliament] enfranchise the agricultural labourer, and refuse to give a vote to
women, we shall be landed in this dilemma—we shall declare that although the
labourer, however ignorant, ought to have a vote, no woman, however
intellectual, ought to enjoy it.123
Fawcett’s wife, Millicent Garrett Fawcett, complained of the “elaborate pains that were
taken to secure the political rights of the illiterate voter” in speaking of the 1867 Reform
Act. While she denied that she was against the enfranchisement of “the male
householder who can neither read nor write,” she insisted that “the action reduce[d] to an
absurdity, to an insult, the exclusion of women who fulfil the necessary qualifications,"
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of intelligence and high culture.124 Fawcett articulated the frustration advocates for
women’s suffrage felt about the shifting standards of franchise qualifications. The
parliamentary decisions of the late nineteenth century showed that while standards of
property ownership and education for men were being reduced, women still faced an
insurmountable barrier. If women held the necessary skills of literacy, intelligence, and
rate payment – something that many recently enfranchised working-class men lacked –
how was it that they could be passed over for the vote? According to proponents,
intelligence was the same regardless of sex, and “a clever, intelligent, well-informed
woman” was just as capable of coming to “clear” and “proper” conclusions as a man,
especially those “men who were too stupid to vote without assistance.”125 But as the
incoherence of the opposition’s argument demonstrated, in order to receive the vote
women had to achieve the impossible – be entirely feminine yet entirely male.
Comparisons articulated in the House of Commons between the intelligence of
those women who would be enfranchised by the Women’s Disabilities Bill and those
men who had recently been given the vote by the 1867 Reform Act suggested that MPs
were well aware of the contradictory nature of admitting one sex and not the other. Denis
Heron insisted that “in the present state of modern society, intelligence, good sense, good
conduct, and a property qualification” should validate anyone’s “right to the franchise
irrespective of sex.”126 Similarly, Hugh Playfair argued that opponents’ only excuse for
excluding women was “simply defended on the ground of sex; otherwise, the most highly
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cultivated and virtuous woman would not be denied the right which the most ignorant and
debased man possesses, provided he has the household qualifications.”127 So although
many opponents denied the importance of sex as a qualifier for the vote, the arguments
used and the failure of the Women’s Disabilities bill to pass proved otherwise.
The intelligence of women was described in two contradictory ways. At times
women were depicted as superior, especially in comparison to illiterate working-class
men enfranchised in 1867. On the other hand, opponents of the enfranchisement of
women emphasized their lack of schooling opportunities as evidence that women did not
possess the intelligence to vote. Supporters like Mill and others argued that women’s
lack of education was an unfair reason to withhold the franchise, as it was male
politicians who kept them in their uneducated state. Wollstonecraft had argued much
earlier that “the neglected education” of women “rendered [them] weak and wretched,”
but that only further validated the need for their enfranchisement.128 Much like the
debate about working-class men over the 1867 and 1884 Acts, supporters for expanding
the franchise insisted that the giving of the vote was one of the best educators for
populations not in possession of the necessary qualifying intelligence. Hugh Playfair
agreed that women were “not educated for the discharge of political privileges” but that
the predicament was “mainly our fault.” His response to the argument that women
should be denied the franchise as a result was that
neither were the great mass of electors upon whom you have lately conferred the
suffrage. Yet responsibility in such matters is a rapid educator, and our
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uneducated electors put to shame the fears of them who did not wish to extend to
them the privileges of citizenship.129
Here Playfair also pointed to the questionable intelligence of some working-class men
recently enfranchised by the 1867 Act to demonstrate the hypocrisy in opponents’
questioning of women’s intellectual ability to exercise the vote.
As with the debates over the 1867 Reform Act, intelligence was a slippery
concept and required a concrete metric by which to assess it. The use of property – or
more specifically taxes, rents, and rates – as a means of measuring a voter’s intelligence
and autonomy appeared in debates over potential female voters. Forsyth and many other
supporters of the Women’s Disabilities Bill urged that the “only class in this country that
is taxed without its consent is that of women.”130 Societies in favor of extending suffrage
to women also insisted that it was property that made them most worthy of
enfranchisement within the British system. Millicent Garrett Fawcett remarked that “the
principle of associating property with representation is maintained by our law even with
regard to the votes of persons of high intelligence and culture.”131 The language used by
supporters of the Women’s Disabilities Bill proved that most Britons understood
Parliament to be an institution meant to protect property and its owners. Therefore,
proponents insisted that female property owners deserved some say in the election of
MPs. The simultaneous criticism of female intelligence and emphasis on gender as
qualifier on the part of opponents represented another attempt at changing the rules of the
game to discredit women’s claims to the suffrage.
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While many MPs continued to insist that the franchise was meant to represent
propertied interests, opponents found ways of deflecting the value of property as a
qualifier, at least in the case of women. Bouverie argued that women’s incompatibility
with the nature of politics trumped their possession of property, insisting that “women are
unfit to engage in that struggle, and that, consequently, the argument based on the rights
of property falls to the ground in this case.”132 According to Robert Hanbury, every man
was taxed in some way, either directly or indirectly, but not every man had the vote.
Thus, the argument of “no taxation without representation” used by proponents of
women’s suffrage was irrelevant, because all men paid taxes but not all had a “direct
voice in the representation.”133 Some anti-suffrage MPs denied that property was
relevant at all, and insisted that it was only a means of measuring intelligence. Thus
Leatham justified the ignoring of single female rate payers by explaining that
the real intention of the Legislature in prescribing the personal payment of rates as
a condition of the suffrage, was simply to draw a line somewhere, and to establish
a hedge on the other side of which it might fairly be contended that no one had
arrived at that position of independence and intelligence which would alone
justify us in giving the Imperial franchise.134
By prioritizing the less measurable trait of intelligence over property, Leatham was able
to offer an explanation of why women with property could so easily be passed over. The
popular rhetoric of the time was that women were intellectually inferior and lacked the
educational opportunities that men had.
Those in favor of giving votes to propertied women insisted that opponents only
deployed “intelligence-is-greater-than-property” rhetoric when it suited their purposes.

133

Bouverie, Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 3rd ser., vol. 201 (12 May 1870), col. 610-611.
Robert Hanbury, Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 3rd ser., vol. 240 (19 June 1878), col.

134

Leatham, Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 3rd ser., vol. 223 (1875), col. 444.

132

1822.

132

Proponents urged that the importance of property could not be passed over so easily, and
that “Wherever property existed—no matter in whose hands, if the persons holding it
were fit according to the laws and the Constitution . . .they were also fully and entirely
entitled to all the rights and responsibilities which usually accompanied it.”135 Supporters
also sought to draw on specific examples when women of property were clearly superior
to the men who held votes over them. A political system designed to protect propertied
interests should have been appalled by a scenario in which a “lady worth £70,000 or
£80,000 a year had no vote at all, while her gardener, her groom, and other male servants
had a vote each.”136 By insuring that even those men who paid rates indirectly could
vote, Parliament essentially stated that the gender of a voter was more important than his
or her property ownership. As Henry Fawcett stated, “however unfit intellectually” men
might be for the franchise, “if they possessed a certain property qualification they ought
to have the vote.”137 Fawcett pointed to the enfranchisement of compound rate payers as
evidence that Parliament was not truly concerned with the intellect of their voters, since
those men without capital enough to pay their own rates fully could vote.
Most MPs knew the extension of household suffrage to men in the counties would
inevitably pass sooner rather than later. Proponents of women’s suffrage thus used the
popularity of the County Franchise Bill to encourage support for the Women’s
Disabilities Bill. The 1861 census proved, according to Bright, that over nine percent, or
about 22,500, of England’s “farmers and grazers” were women, and would thus remain
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without a parliamentary vote while it was given to agricultural laborers.138 If landowners
were willing to “trust their land to these women, who have to provide the rent, to pay the
wages, and to look to the whole economy of their farms,” how could they then be denied
the vote?139 Bright made a distinction here between “landowners,” “farmers and
grazers,” and “agricultural labourers.” The economic responsibility of the farmers far
exceeded that of agricultural wage earners. This example serves as another instance in
which women of a superior economic situation were to be passed over for the
enfranchisement of “inferior” men.

Conclusion
While the Third Reform Act of 1884 came and went without women winning the
right to vote in parliamentary elections, the era between the Second and Third Reform
Bills is still quite valuable in assessing the role of gender in negotiating the national
electorate. When the conversation over expanding the number of male voters overlapped
with realistic considerations of opening up the franchise to women, the extent to which
gender and class determined the character of the electorate was magnified. The value
placed on property and intelligence as the indicators of male respectability and
independence made MPs’ attempts to deny women the vote more difficult. Yet for
several more decades they succeeded in doing so. By insisting that women’s political
roles should stem from their private ones, MPs managed to discount the relevance of
female political voices while using female silence as evidence for the Anti-suffrage
cause.
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These overlapping debates also reveal the double standard of gender identity
women faced in achieving the suffrage. MPs designed a system in which working-class
men could pull themselves up to a position of deserving the franchise. By striving to
achieve an idealized masculinity, men could make the argument that they were worthy.
Women, on the other hand, were punished for presenting themselves as something other
than the socially-prescribed female. To conform to the norm of the ideal female was to
submit to idealized femininity and accept the current political situation; to step out was to
give opponents further evidence for why women ought to remain disqualified. Fears of
unsexing the British female by their inclusion in the parliamentary arena suggested the
construction of women’s gender identity was dependent on their lack of access to the
vote. Single and married, rich and poor, women would continue to call for their
enfranchisement as they watched agricultural laborers receive the privilege. Their desires
would not be realized, however, until World War I brought about a substantial shift in the
standards of voter qualification.
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Chapter 4 – The Manliness of the Clodhopper: Education, Independence and the
Expansion of Household Suffrage into the Counties

They have, it is true, in isolated districts listened to Mr. [Joseph] Arch, and formed
themselves into labour leagues; but with such exceptions they have held aloof from
political combinations, or, where the more intelligent among them have formed an
opinion, it has generally been grounded on that of the squire or farmer under whom they
worked.1
- William Ansell Day in “The
Conservative Party and the County
Franchise,” 1883

While female property-owners failed to receive the parliamentary vote by the end
of the nineteenth century, agricultural laborers managed to prove their qualification for
the franchise. The 1884-85 Reform Act brought the equalization of suffrage
qualifications across the boroughs and the counties, but the process was far from smooth
or automatic. As the quotation above from William Ansell Day’s pamphlet regarding
party stances on the county franchise implied, political elites, both Liberal and
Conservative, were skeptical of the agricultural laborer as a member of the electorate.
MPs and political journalists sought to assess the county laborer’s aptitude for the
parliamentary vote by gauging his interest in politics, independence of mind, and access
to education. Joseph Arch, a leader in the unionization of agricultural laborers in rural
England, symbolized the political awakening of county laborers in the 1870s.2 The
formation of Arch’s National Agricultural Laborer’s Union in 1872 and other
organizations like it attested to the rising political awareness of British men living in the
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counties. However, many of the gatekeepers of the electorate still believed most rural
men to be uninterested in political topics. Those few rural men who were admittedly
concerned with such conversations were believed to be too ignorant to form their own
opinions and, thus, apt to adopt the opinion of their social superiors. As with the
previous reform debates, the fitness of these potential voters was, once again, measured
against the image of the ideal citizen. As a result, the debates over the 1884 Reform Act,
like those regarding the 1867 Act and Women’s Disabilities Bills, were an extended
assessment of the gender identity and social class of county laborers as a means of
determining their political aptitude.
In their respective eras, the debates over the various Reform Bills reveal the
shifting characteristics of qualification that were deemed most helpful in identifying the
best future voters. As we have seen in the previous two chapters, the primary
qualifications that equipped an individual to vote were constantly being scrutinized,
negotiated, and altered. These characteristics, while specifically highlighting ideal
income, living situations, and personality attributes, also shed light on British society’s
expectations of gender performance. The words of Britain’s political elite, when
examined through a gendered lens, help historians to recreate the social construction of
dominant masculinity in particular eras. Reimagining that social construction of gender,
then, allows an examination of how that masculinity changed over the decades to include
or exclude certain expectations, and how the dominant masculinity interacted with other
subordinate masculinities and with idealized femininity to establish a political hierarchy
based around gender and class. Thus, the traits most discussed in the debates over each
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bill described the favored contemporary indicators of voter ability, which also revealed
voter adherence to British society’s expectations for gender performance.
In 1832 property was heralded as the key to accessing political power, even if the
recognized form of property was broadening from landed estates to other less tangible
forms of property, such as rate payments and rents. In 1867, property continued to give
way gradually to a notion of respectability made up of three prongs: education,
independence, and the payment of rates. In the failed attempts to add women to the
franchise in the last three decades of the nineteenth century, property and education lost
their place as the primary qualifiers, at least for women. Rather, MPs stressed an
imagined manliness that political participation required. However, this was a
“manliness” accessible only to men, and a certain class of men at that, for women who
sought masculine forms of political expression were shunned as well. The franchise
qualifiers dictating the electorate in 1884 were no different in that they represented a
continuously moving target of voter qualification. This time, however, as property
became a less crucial factor in the franchise, education and independence emerged as the
true indicators of worthy voters. But once again, only for men.
Periodicals and parliamentary debates alike discussed the validity of the claim of
“Hodge the country clod” to the franchise in the late 1870s and 80s. The use of such a
nickname for rural laborers in Britain highlighted the immense value placed on education
and capacity for thought as a primary qualification for the growing male electorate near
the turn of the century. The clodhopper nomenclature, while used only sparingly by MPs
and journalists, painted an image of field-plowing peasants, simple of mind, and
concerned almost exclusively with their crops and their next pot of beer. It also indicated
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a preoccupation with the perceived “backwardness” of inhabitants in the countryside and
their inability to vote alongside the more forward-thinking urban population. These
attributes of the rural working classes went hand-in-hand in constructing a perceived
incompatibility with the “respectable” political system. The excessive preoccupation
with education, even beyond that seen in discussion of the franchise for urban workers
and women, indicated that it had risen as a primary indicator of men’s abilities to perform
within the scope of the dominant masculinity, serving as the gatekeeper of political
participation.
Relatively little scholarly attention is paid to the Third Reform Act when
compared to the vast number of works written on the 1832 and 1867 Acts. A handful of
books examine the high politics behind the legislation, while even fewer examine other
angles of the process, and most of these cast the 1884 Act as a forgone conclusion. The
primary histories written on the Act itself, like Andrew Jones’ The Politics of Reform
1884 and William Hayes’ The Background and Passage of the Third Reform Act,
examine mostly the inner workings of the passage of the Act. Anna Clark, in her brief
but innovative look at the relationship between manhood and citizenship in all of the
Reform Acts, barely mentions the 1884 legislation.3 Yet if we examine the discussions
surrounding this Act, while setting aside the teleological view of the inevitable march
toward true democracy, there is much more to see. While England’s political trajectory
might have certainly put it on course for an expanded electorate in the last two decades of
the nineteenth century, the population that benefited from that next extension reveals
much about the tensions between gender and class as they pertained to access to the
3
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suffrage. Much can be gleaned from the debates surrounding the Third Reform Act and
its implications for the gender identity of politically empowered British citizens. The
importance of the debates preceding the 1884 Act lies in the fact that they occurred in
exactly the same decades as the first real consideration of women’s national suffrage.
With this broader historical context in mind, the language used to reference the
qualifications of agricultural laborers under consideration must also be compared to that
which was used to discuss the qualifications of women demanding the vote. Based on the
key enfranchising characteristics highlighted in the debates over the 1867 Reform Act,
property-owning women were the ideal candidates for the next group to receive the vote.
However, they were passed over in favor of poorer, less-educated county laborers. The
debates over the 1884 Reform Act are valuable in that they provide the theoretical basis
for that shift, as well as broader statements on the importance of gender and class in the
formation of the electorate.
The conversation regarding women’s suffrage in the 1870s and 80s, addressed in
the previous chapter, was only one thread in the larger debate over the extension of the
franchise in general. The more likely and, in the end, the only successful beneficiaries of
further reform in the 1880s were male householders in the counties – mostly agricultural
laborers and miners - who had been left out of the 1867 extension. While these two
different debates were taking place almost simultaneously, different qualifying (or
disqualifying) attributes were emphasized for the two different groups. The latenineteenth-century conversation over enfranchising women focused on the importance of
property and intelligence as franchise qualifications. While women were denied the vote,
in essence, because their supposedly frail sensibilities needed protecting from the brutish
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nature of politics, agricultural laborers were ultimately given the vote, despite the
persistent elite opinion that they were brutish country “clods” with limited education and
intelligence. Ownership of property and demonstration of intelligence were unable to
trump the concerns of the political elite over women’s abilities to vote while also
maintaining their roles as caregivers, mothers, and silent partners to men. The discussion
of extending the vote to male householders in the counties also included an extensive
review of education and intelligence, but the supposed stability their gender inspired
allowed shortcomings in education to be overlooked. This particular season of debates
also revealed a shift in the way politicians sought to verify independence among voting
men. The manual labor performed by county farmers and miners came to be seen as
proof of independence, where property and rate payments had originally been required.
Viewing the two conversations over women and rural laborers together makes
plain the fact that women were assessed using a measuring stick of property and
intelligence, but were ultimately disqualified by a second measurement of compatibility
with the gendered nature of the political system. Agricultural laborers, meanwhile,
benefited from a renegotiation of the ideal masculinity to include broader definitions of
independence and fitness. The laboring men of the counties who still lacked education
were enfranchised anyway, as a result of their relative conformity to the dominant
masculinity and their contribution to the identity of the nation with physical labor. It is
important to note that while many debates over female suffrage included mention of the
simultaneous discussion of rural laborers, the opposite was rarely seen. MPs in debates
over the expansion of the suffrage to include rural male laborers regularly stated that this
was not a place to discuss women and their political abilities. On the other hand,
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proponents of women’s suffrage were constantly drawing attention to the plodding,
ignorant nature of the rural laborer who was awarded the parliamentary franchise that
was still denied to intelligent, respectable women.
The success of the 1884 Act, paired with the failure of the Women’s Bill, showed
that property continued to lose significance in the expected gender performance of men,
while society still insisted that women needed to possess property merely to be included
in the conversation. Despite the fading importance of property, though, the end results of
the debates in the 1870s and 80s also revealed that true democracy remained decades
away. Britain’s parliamentary franchise fell quite short of universal suffrage. While the
Third Reform Act added just under 2 million more men to the electorate, only sixty-six
per cent of the adult male population enjoyed the right to vote in its wake.4 The lines
redrawn in the sand in 1884 still left many men and all women excluded from the
franchise.5 The debates surrounding the 1884 Reform Act emphasized that the suffrage
remained something to be earned. Men in the counties still had to demonstrate some
form of independence, by paying rates, earning a living through labor, and, at least in
theory, showing that they had obtained some modicum of education. Most important,
this examination of the overlap of the “woman question” and household suffrage in the
counties revealed that the preservation of the gender hierarchy had trumped the insistence
on maintaining class divisions within the political system. This moment when the
conversation about Hodge’s fitness as a parliamentary voter coincided with the debate
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over women’s fitness provides, perhaps, the best opportunity to address the obvious,
underlying question about the value of gender and class in political enfranchisement. Did
class trump gender, or did gender trump class in identifying worthy voters for the
expansion of the franchise? In a political and cultural landscape such as Victorian
England, long known to represent the ultimate example of a society based around class,
gender emerged as the defining criterion for voters.

Background to the 1884 Bill
It was the passage of the 1867 Reform Act that finally opened the door for
working-class men to enter the electorate, but the legislation drew a line of exclusion
between working men of urban areas and rural laborers. After the passage of the 1867
Reform Act there was still much work left to do in enfranchising the laboring classes
located outside of the boroughs. In the boroughs, householders and £10 lodgers (renters)
with twelve months’ residence received the vote, but in the counties only “£5 property
owners and £12 occupiers” were enfranchised.6 The householder franchise in the
boroughs had a major impact on the number of qualified voters, resulting in a 135 percent
increase in voters in the boroughs. In contrast, the counties only experienced an increase
of about forty-five percent. The incongruity of reform between boroughs and counties
did not go unnoticed, and sparked complaint and action on the part of rural laborers.
Rural working-class men and the popular press that championed their cause were
frustrated by the limited allowances made in the bill. Reynolds’s Newspaper labeled the
MPs who left large numbers of working men out of the franchise as “traitors” to their
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countrymen.7 The Preston Guardian said the bill would “prevent an intelligent class
[from] obtaining their just rights.”8 The disappointment over the 1867 act exacerbated
political unrest in rural areas and perpetuated the notion that reform was still a work in
progress. Jonathan Parry has suggested that “Derby and Disraeli had badly mishandled
the parliamentary reform settlement of 1867” and botched the “Liberal pledge to equalize
the country and borough franchise on the basis of household suffrage.”9 In one of the
few extensive historical examinations of the 1884 act, William Hayes has argued that
there was “never any sense of finality associated with the reform of 1867-68.”10 The
people, rather than the politicians, had led the charge for a second reform act, and what
resulted was “not a bold step by parliament but rather an act of resignation."11 The
Second Reform Act “sowed seeds of its own destruction” by continuing the practice of
“restrictive suffrage,” but doing so in a haphazard way. Parliament sought to maintain
that the suffrage was a privilege and not a right. But, as Hayes claimed,
the practical results . . . bore little association with such a principle; household
franchise in the boroughs meant the random and quite unselective admission of a
highly heterogeneous group to the electoral rolls. The borough electorate thus
became roughly democratic, whereas in the county divisions, the franchise was
left as before, relatively exclusive.12
Disappointment over the 1867 Reform Act and its unequal distribution of rights between
the boroughs and the counties coincided with, and perhaps inspired, the rising political
awareness of agricultural laborers and miners, who sought to make a case for their
7
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worthiness for the franchise.13 Thus the 1867 Act provided a rallying point for rural
laborers and their newly burgeoning political identity.
There are three characteristics of rural laborers and rural Britain in general that
must be emphasized to better understand the debates over the 1884 Franchise Extension.
First, rural Britain had a reputation for difference and oddity that subtly influenced those
debates. That reputation was likely the result of discontinuity between rural and urban
society, the absence of a clear definition of what constituted rural and urban, and the
extensive variation in rural identity from one area to the next. Second, England’s
international position as the first country to become more urban than rural meant that
MPs were puzzled by the place of the agricultural laborer in modern politics. Those who
embraced the image of England as a forward-thinking, urbanized nation resisted the
inclusion in its electorate of a population traditionally believed to be quite backward.
Third, the labor unions of rural workers were unlike those in the cities in that they did not
follow a path of development from national to local as urban unions did. Rather, their
development and growth varied based on location and county. As a result, their selfidentification as a class was a winding and disorganized journey which in some ways
mirrored the coming to consciousness of urban workers several decades earlier.
The social and economic conditions of agricultural laborers are important
elements in understanding the national opinion of rural laborers during this era. The
agricultural laborer was often perceived as a secluded, baffling figure, and was subjected
to a great deal of stereotyping. K.D.M Snell has argued that part of the oddity of the rural
laborer was his contradictory social and economic position. According to Snell,
employment arrangements and, therefore, the standard of living for working-class men in
13
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the counties changed vastly over the course of the nineteenth century. The early 1800s
marked the end of the golden age of rural England, glorified by writers like William
Cobbett, in which landlords held a certain moral obligation to their laborers. While the
extent to which the golden age was a comfortable arrangement for the laborers of rural
England is debatable, the nineteenth century definitely brought a revision to the social
organization of England, particularly in the countryside. The residual effects of the
Enclosure Acts, the enforcement of the 1834 New Poor Law, the growing numbers of
laborers, the decreasing availability of regular work, and the arrival of the agricultural
depression in the 1870s all contributed to what Snell has described as the “deterioration
of social relations in southern agriculture.”14 Similarly, Alun Howkins has blamed that
deterioration on the agricultural depression that began in 1874 and lingered on for
decades.15 The depression affected all classes involved in rural agriculture, as it led to
fewer opportunities for temporary harvest jobs and also to unlet farms, which resulted in
reduced rents for landowners.16 Such economic changes resulted in the loss of live-in
service, which lowered the standard of living for many rural laborers. As “employers
renounced previous economic obligations,” laborers could also no longer expect yearly
employment or to be cared for during winters or difficult financial times. Thus, Snell
claims,
faced with morally unjustified authority, no longer economically supported in the
old manner, the ‘labourer’ developed a peculiarly contradictory position. On the
one hand he was dependent, if remotely acquiescing in a soured form of the
deference once praised by Cobbett. On the other, he moved hesitantly towards
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principles of self-help, of class isolation and ‘independence’ – the ambivalent but
legitimating cliché of the period.17
The peculiar position that Snell speaks of not only added to the oddity of the rural
laborer’s image. It also prompted a widely fragmented group of agricultural laborers to
gradually develop into a unified rural laboring class.
Two other key components of the puzzling identity of the rural laborer were the
lack of clear boundaries between urban and rural and the absence of any one standard
image of “rural England.” Rural England not only existed in isolation from urban areas,
but was fragmented in and of itself. Alun Howkins has argued that the recognition of one
“rural England” is problematic, in that “England was an amalgam of regional economies
each with its own distinctive social and economic structures.”18 Unique rural areas and a
lack of cohesion across counties and towns meant rural laborers’ working conditions
were far too varied to foster the creation of a single class consciousness early in the
nineteenth century. Furthermore, since members of rural communities themselves lacked
the ties to other rural areas conducive to a group identity, it is not surprising that those
outside of rural England did not form a notion of their group identity. E.P. Thompson
long ago argued that field laborers were impossible to lump together due to the vast
differences in wages, seasonal employment opportunities, enclosure practices, soil
quality, and family size from region to region. As Thompson claimed, the quest to
generalize the British field laborer was a search for “the mythical average.”19 The lack of
any continuity across rural regions denied the formation of a standard conceptualization
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of the county laborer, which added to his enigmatic persona. Because the rural was so
difficult to characterize, stereotypes of ignorance and rowdiness prevailed in
parliamentary conversations, while political elites continued to fear rural laborers’
unpredictable influence on the franchise.
Establishing what areas were rural was just as difficult as deciding who the
typical agricultural laborer was. The lack of a clear definition of urban and rural helped
complicate the formation of the political identity of Britain. It is well documented that
Britain was the most urban nation in the world by the mid-1860s, a conclusion made
popular by the findings of the 1851 census, which demonstrated that populations living in
urban areas finally outnumbered rural ones. However, several scholars of rural Britain
question that common belief. F.M.L Thompson insisted that “the 1851 classification is
likely to have overstated the degree of urbanization by including many parishes that were
in reality large agricultural villages firmly anchored in rural society.”20 Similarly,
Howkins blamed the “administrative definition of ‘town’,” for places “predominantly
rural in character” being labeled as urban.21 Howkins has said that while there were great
differences between rural and urban England, the divisions were rather subtle from place
to place. It was not until the 1860s and 1870s that a blending of rural and urban national
identity occurred which resulted in the emergence of a more cohesive, nationallyembraced, urban identity by the 1880s.
While organized urban workers found political outlets for their frustrations in
trade unions in the second quarter of the nineteenth century, rural men lacked such outlets
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until closer to the 1870s. E.P. Thompson claimed that a “burst of trade union activity
between 1832-4” accompanied “undoubted increases in real wages among organized
workers.”22 From the 1830s onward the political muscle of urban trade unions ebbed
and flowed until, according to Gareth Stedman Jones, trade unionism declined in the third
quarter of the nineteenth century.23 Union organization for rural laborers, however,
occurred later. According to Howkins, Joseph Arch’s National Agricultural Labourers
Union and the growing frustrations over the economic exploitation and political
exclusion of rural laborers in the 1870s encouraged the growth of more rural unions.
These unions, though, were unique in their haphazard and fluctuating development.
Howkins has argued against the Whiggish notion that agricultural unions grew from local
to national and, instead, insisted that they bounced back and forth between the two in the
1870s, which added to the fragmented and varied identities of rural areas. E.P. Thompson
suggested that “most English working people came to feel an identity of interests as
between themselves, and as against their rulers and employers” between 1780 and 1832.24
However, it seems that these claims were only valid for the urban workers of Britain. It
was not until the passing of the 1867 Reform Act that the localized, isolated rural
working classes began to identify as one solid social class with similar political and
economic interests. Thus, the campaign for a Third Reform Bill began in the fall of
1872, barely five years after the passage of the 1867 Act.25
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The relatively unknown identity of the rural laborer also played a role in
complicating the second prong of reform in the 1870s and 80s. In addition to making
voter qualification in the counties equal to that in the boroughs, reformers wished to
revise the distribution of seats between the two. But the reality of those changes in
numbers of seats weighed heavily on the debates about extending the vote to rural
householders. Andrew Jones, in perhaps the first extensive assessment of the high
politics behind the 1884/85 Reform Act, characterized the “Disraelian redistribution of
seats” in the 1867 Reform Act as “puny,” and claimed that it only exacerbated the
inadequacy of parliamentary representation caused by massive population growth and
movement into urban areas.26 The 1881 census indicated that populations in “English
and Welsh urban sanitary districts had risen in the decade since 1871 by more than 4
million to a total of over 17 million.” Conversely, rural districts had lost “1 million to 8.5
million.”27 Nevertheless, in 1867, Disraeli had granted increased numbers of seats to the
shrinking rural districts.28 These shifts in the nation’s population, along with the growing
belief that areas with more people should have more representatives in the Commons, left
the system in serious need of redistribution. Disagreements and fears over redistribution
– even more than the dread of new voters - often stymied conversation about extending
the franchise. Without clear knowledge of the electoral tendencies of rural laborers or the
force they might carry, and with no information about the coming changes in distribution,
most politicians found it impossible to approve the bill. Those skeptical about the rural
working man’s political aptitude were hardly eager to increase his numbers in the
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electorate when Disraeli’s previous redistribution had left the counties with more seats
than they should have had.
While debates over the Third Reform Act began as early as the 1870s, the bill did
not pass the Commons until April of 1884. Even then, the Lords refused to support a
change in franchise when no information was given regarding the redistribution of seats
that would follow. Many MPs agreed that another installment of reform was due. But
the uncertainty caused by admitting agricultural laborers to the franchise with no clear
promise that the number of representatives for the counties would be reduced left the
process stalled. Both Conservatives and Liberals hoped to yoke themselves to the issue
of parliamentary reform to generate support from up and coming political populations.
Yet both parties were fearful of passing a third measure of reform without any details of
the coming redistribution. Conservatives and Liberals alike sought to win over newly
enfranchised voters by establishing themselves as the party of reform, all the while
seeking to protect the electorate from unqualified bumpkins.29 Conservative MPs, whose
party actually oversaw the passing of the 1867 Reform Act, felt that the previous
legislation had already gone too far. To consider further reform would be catastrophic to
the respectability of the political system and to the landed, intelligent voices of the
country. Conservatives, in particular, held that “the landed interest would be most surely
swamped in county after county by the town ‘overflow’ vote if an election under
household suffrage preceded redistribution.”30 Conservative leaders demanded some
knowledge of the soon to follow redistribution bill before they were willing to pass the
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franchise bill through the House of Lords. Reynolds’s Newspaper suggested that it would
bring “ruin to the Conservative cause to have small boroughs extinguished and small
counties reduced in their representation.”31 Liberal MPs wanted to insure that a rowdy
new rural working class did not take control of too many seats in a Parliament in need of
redistribution, while Conservatives sought to maintain a majority of respectable voters in
counties in which they often won seats.
Ultimately, a franchise reform bill passed prior to a redistribution bill, but it
required much political maneuvering. Conservatives sought to “draw from the Prime
Minister the Government’s Redistribution scheme” by presenting several failed reform
amendments of their own.32 To address the stalemate the bill faced in the Lords,
Gladstone initiated a series of private meetings between party leaders to construct a
compromise. The franchise bill passed its third reading before the Lords on December 5,
1884, four days after Gladstone introduced the Government’s Redistribution bill and just
one day after it carried in the Commons “without division.”33 Six months later the
Redistribution bill received Royal Assent.
While the balance between electorate expansion and redistribution is a key aspect
of the 1884-85 reform act narrative, it is not the intricacies of that balance that are to be
examined here. Rather, what is at stake in this study are the broader truths those debates
over expanding the electorate revealed about the dominant gender norms at play in
classed negotiations of citizenship and power. The unwillingness to admit county
householders to the franchise without first minimizing their ability to alter the identity of
Parliament illuminated the still-persistent preoccupation with property as an important
31
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qualifier for the suffrage. This is not to say that a redistribution of seats was not essential
to better equalize representation to match population. Nor does it mean that other
qualifications, like intelligence or independence, were not important. They were. Yet, it
is important to note that even as the British Parliamentary system appeared to lose
interest in property as the determining factor of political abilities, there remained a
lingering devotion to property-ownership as a guarantor of political competence. Yet, all
of this concern with property in conversing about the fitness of agricultural laborers for
the vote was ironically dismissed in the simultaneous conversation about women.
Independent female property owners had the money, land, and education that would have
qualified men without question, and yet their efforts for the suffrage at the same time
proved fruitless. Throughout the course of the nineteenth century, property’s role as
qualifier diminished, taking a back seat to the more contemporary issues of intelligence,
respectability, and independence. Yet property would hang on in the background, never
too far out of view.

Rural Laborers, Urban Workers, and Demonstrating “Intelligence”
Because urban workers had been so thoroughly depicted and examined in the
debates leading up to the 1867 Reform Act, it is no wonder that many comparisons were
made between them and the rural laborers in the debates of the 1870s and 1880s. Much
like the debates over the 1832 and 1867 Acts, the conversation over extending the
franchise to agricultural laborers was, at its core, a conversation about class difference
and its effect on versions of masculinity. In the 1870s and 80s, MPs sought to tease out
the nuances of the natures of the rural and urban working classes both to prove and
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disprove their worthiness for the vote. The juxtaposition of both the debates over rural
laborers and the separate conversation about women as voters made this moment in the
long narrative of reform the perfect vantage point for examining the intersection between
gender and class and how those factors related to access to political power. The
discussion about extending household suffrage to the counties offered an elaborate
characterization of agricultural laborers as a class in and of themselves, as compared to
the urban working class affected by the 1867 legislation. The rhetorical characterization
of agricultural laborers revealed questions about how well county-dwelling laborers
adhered to society’s expectations of voting men. The previous chapters demonstrated
how some connection to wealth or property was vital in demonstrating the necessary
independence, respectability, and intelligence required of new voters. This chapter, on
the other hand, exhibits how political advocates of rural workers sought to manipulate the
acceptable means of proving one’s adherence to society’s expectation of the
independence and intelligence held by politically empowered men. Independence and
respectability, as they had been conceived in earlier debates, had to shift, since those
demands would more likely have enfranchised female property holders, and not rural
laborers.
For the sake of clarity, it must be noted that there seemed to be two general
meanings of intelligence and education that politicians referred to in their assessment of
the rural laborer. First, there was the general intellectual capacity for engaging with
abstract concepts like politics and the desire to actually take part in such concerns.
Second, of course, was the literal opportunity for formal education. Both of these
definitions of education and intelligence required some stretching to allow for the
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legitimate inclusion of rural laborers. This section is concerned with the first, more
generic supposition about whether rural laborers had even the capacity for or interest in
politics. The next section addresses the literal education of that population and how it
related to their receiving the vote.
There were several groups who were shunned by the 1867 Act, leading to the
political awakening of rural laborers. Hayes has argued that the “English peasant class,
the agricultural laborers” and the miners began making a case for themselves as political
stakeholders in the 1870s.34 Among those left out by the 1867 act was a large minority of
miners who were “often excluded from the suffrage in boroughs because they paid no
rent for their cottages."35 Also excluded were village laborers and householders. The
radical MP John Bright described the population of the counties as divided into four
classes – owners of land, tenant farmers, laborers and shopkeepers, and inhabitants of
towns and villages. He claimed that only two of those classes had the vote and “one of
them mainly had the power. The great bulk of the laborers and of the householders in
villages” were left outside of the electorate.36 Bright’s identification of these classes
within the counties and their various relationships with power highlighted the intricacies
of class power struggles even this late in the reform process. The growing sense of class
consciousness among rural laborers in the 1870s mirrored that of urban workers in the
first half of the nineteenth century.
Much conversation was devoted to comparing the urban working classes to those
in the counties as a means of either proving or disproving the prudence of extending the
householder franchise to the counties. However, opponents used a slightly different trope
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in hopes of disqualifying agricultural laborers than had been used for urban workers in
the previous decades. While the urban worker discussed in the 1867 debates was
characterized as “violent”, “venal”, and subject to mob-like mentalities, the agricultural
laborers were described as simple and child-like. Lord John Manners, a Conservative
opponent, described the “masses” of agricultural laborers who would thus receive the
vote as people of “disrepute and disesteem.”37 That is not to say that politicians did not
expect their childish attributes to lead them to violence, intimidation, or drunkenness. In
fact, this was one of the main arguments in support of the secret ballot, since “large
numbers of voters had come so entirely under the influence of masters, landlords, and
others about them, it was absolutely necessary to pass a Ballot Bill for their protection.”38
Yet violence was less of a concern than was the general expectation of simplemindedness and apathy in debates over agricultural laborers.
Proponents of further reform argued that there was little to no difference between
the city householders already possessing the vote and the householders in the counties
without it. Some even argued that the agricultural laborers were at an advantage in
certain cases. Gladstone suggested that because county laborers were spread out
geographically, compared to the urban workers crammed together in cities, their “sobermindedness might more readily lapse into gloom and torpor, than mount into dangerous
excitement,” thus minimizing the likelihood of mobs and riots.39 To Gladstone and other
proponents gloomy, disenchanted voter of the village was far preferable to the rowdy,
violent one of the city because they were assumed to be less apt to violence. Gladstone’s
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remarks were one example of many attempts made to present the localized, fragmented
tendencies of rural working populations as a strength in their favor.
Proponents often cited the physical and mental benefits of living in the country,
demonstrated by demographic statistics, as proof of the positive intellectual and civic
qualities of the agricultural laborers. Sir John Kennaway, Member for East Devon,
argued that the superiority of the agricultural laborer over the working class of urban
industries was manifest in census statistics. For example, rural workers in Britain “lived
longer, while the birth and marriage rate was lower. In education, in sobriety, and in
freedom from crime, the rural population would compare favorably with the inhabitants
of cities.”40 He also stated that “the agricultural laborer was not much behind the city
artizan in general intelligence.”41 Even Conservative leader Benjamin Disraeli conceded
that “the rated householder in the county is just as competent to exercise the franchise . . .
as the rated householder in the towns.”42 Thus, politicians and journalists constructed an
a variable identity for these agricultural laborers that shifted and changed to fit their
political agenda, all the while adding to the general mystery of the true identity of the
rural working class.
The alleged differences between rural and urban householders were often more a
construction of vocabulary than reality. In a similar way, the difference between the
seemingly “urban boroughs” and “rural counties” was in reality quite blurred. Some
boroughs were rather rural in nature, meaning that the householders enfranchised there
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after 1867 were no more qualified than those living in the counties. Thomas Burt,
Liberal MP for Morpeth, stated that in places like Durham and Northumberland, the ten
per cent of miners with the vote were not any more qualified than those without. Burt
argued that those unenfranchised miners were of “the same class of men” as those
admitted to the franchise, since they all “occupy the same kind of house, they follow the
same kind of employment, and their social status and educational position are alike.”43
Furthermore, it was no easier to construct a standard image of an urban working-class
male than it was for a rural laborer. As E.P. Thompson has stated, “if the average is
elusive in agriculture, it is no less so when we come to workers in urban industry.”44 It
was only that the urban workers had had nearly fifty years of political and economic
mobilization that had slowly but successfully established a recognizable identity of “the
urban working man” for society to embrace. It helped that reality of electorate grew to
mirror the political expectations for parliamentary voters.
The unclear divisions between urban and rural continued to trouble participants in
the debate. Advocates for the extension of the suffrage argued that there was little
difference between the town dwellers included in the boroughs and the country dwellers
being considered. Gladstone argued “that we have now a state of things in which the
town has travelled into the country, and in which the country has likewise assumed the
character of the town.”45 Henry Fawcett sought to highlight the ridiculous truth that men
without a vote in the counties might find themselves qualified after migrating and
remaining in a town. Fawcett even claimed that their time in the county served as an
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experience that helped them with their vote. The inferiority to town laborers, he argued,
was “overstated.” Such a man
was, perhaps, not so well qualified to exercise the suffrage in the town as he
would have been in the country, because when a rural laborer he would have
voted with a certain amount of experience of his own life, whereas when brought
into a town he was surrounded by influences and circumstances which he could
not properly appreciate.46
The implication was that laboring men were in their element in the rural counties and
would, thus, exercise their votes effectively. The line between rural and urban workers
continued to complicate the conversation about working-class voters and proponents
often challenged the common argument that urban workers greatly surpassed rural
laborers in their political experience.
Many proponents challenged this notion that new county voters were obviously
political rookies. Indeed, the growing political awareness of laborers in the counties was
often listed as a reason not to fear their admittance into the franchise. Thus, for instance,
trade union men submitted articles to the Fortnightly Review stating that it was a mistake
to assume that “the majority of new voters will come into the area of the constitution
wholly in the character of political beginners.”47 They argued that the fluctuation of the
population of Britain meant
there has long been a constant interchange between the present borough and urban
populations; large numbers of the more skilled workmen have, at some time
during the last sixteen years, been entitled to a vote, and have exercised that vote.
They only lost political rights through the necessity of following in the wake of
factory and workshops to less crowded and lower-rented and rated
neighborhoods.48
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These mobile working-class men were “trained political voters” who brought their
knowledge to their neighbors when they made the move from the factories of the towns
and cities to the counties, performing “considerable missionary work by creating political
interest in their industrial and social circles.”49 Here the unclear lines between rural and
urban and the geographic mobility of a vast portion of the working class in Britain served
to complicate the argument that householders in boroughs were any more fit for the
franchise than those in the counties.
Interestingly, this notion that those without the vote could be instructed in
parliamentary franchise participation through exposure to those with the vote, while used
in favor of enfranchising more rural laborers, did not transfer to the debates about
women’s suffrage. Proponents for the 1884 extension claimed that the often-migrant
working-class population of Britain provided a means of informal political education for
rural men through casual acquaintance and the political discussions that would have
ensued in those passing relationships. Rural laborers’ exposure to political urban workers
who migrated in and out of the country was reason enough to assume that they had some
political training. However, women were never considered to have the same benefit.
Never was their life-long exposure to enfranchised males - fathers, brothers, or male
acquaintances - presented as potential for political training. Rather, their connections to
such men were often presented as a reason why they did not need the vote at all. It was
rare for MPs to suggest that single, propertied women of “respectable” classes could
possess the political knowledge of their male peers. These debates seemed to imply that
political aptitude was transferable between classes but not between genders.
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MPs who supported further electoral expansion claimed that rural laborers were
similar to urban in their political knowledge and in the ways that the suffrage would
improve their intelligence. Many proponents claimed that householders in the counties
possessed the same qualifications as those in the boroughs. However, even for some who
remained unconvinced of the political and general intelligence of the rural laborer, the
franchise still presented the possibility of developing that education. Much like the
benefits that proponents claimed the 1867 bill would provide urban workers, the
franchise was also presented as a potential means of educating the rural working classes
who, as yet, lacked the intellectual aptitude for the task.

Franchise as Educator?
Although there were many proponents who praised the character and skill of
county laborers, an equal number of opponents feared rural men’s general lack of formal
education. Time and again agricultural laborers were portrayed as ignorant, plodding
brutes, with little interest in political matters – “a dull plodding race, and very oldfashioned and conservative.”50 Their demeanor took on the characteristics required of
their work as “agricultural pursuits . . . demanded a steady-going and plodding
temperament.”51 On occasion, even advocates for enfranchising agricultural laborers
described them as simple workhorses. While there had been many questions about the
educational opportunities afforded to the urban workers during the debates over the 1867
Reform bill, the extensive use of respectability as a key qualifier in the rhetoric of those
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debates helped to gloss over those concerns and allow the bill to pass. With the county
laborers, however, education frequently appeared as one of the most important attributes
of qualification. The Education Act of 1870 had increased schooling opportunities for
the rising rural generation. Nevertheless, the question of their intelligence was still the
primary reservation regarding their enfranchisement, and a much-debated difference
between agricultural laborers and their urban counterparts. For while some believed that
the urban workers already admitted to the national franchise had exercised their duties
well, others insisted that their inclusion had been a mistake.
The urban workers enfranchised under the 1867 measures were rarely lauded as
particularly intelligent, and many opponents of further reform insisted that the admission
of county householders would simply expand the number of ignorant voters. Randal E.
Plunkett, Conservative MP for West Gloucestershire, argued that post-1867 voters were
“so ignorant, it was scarcely advisable to adopt a measure which must inevitably swell
their number and increase the unreasoning vote.”52 Plunkett described the rural voters as
“sheepdogs” and insisted they were already far better represented than the “shepherd”
landlords and property owners.53 Opponents claimed that just because some ignorant
voters had been admitted in 1867 did not mean that there was cause to further increase
their number. Agricultural laborers were often characterized in the press as no more
ignorant than laborers in cities and towns. Those “townsmen” already enfranchised by
the 1867 Bill were “scarcely less ignorant” than countrymen, and countrymen had the
advantage in that they “may not be so thoroughly organized nor so easy to move in a
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mass.”54 While there were many who argued that agricultural laborers already possessed
a great deal of knowledge and experience from their surroundings, it was more often
conceded that potential voters living outside the borough boundaries needed more
education before they would be ready for the vote.
Predictably, opponents to expanding the electorate were most adamant that
agricultural laborers were not yet ready. Giving them the suffrage before they had
obtained the intellectual capacity to use it would be putting the British political system at
risk of losing its sage guidance from wealthier, better educated voters. Conservatives
feared that such changes would then alter the trends of British politics. Charles
Dalrymple, Conservative MP for Buteshire, stated that the agricultural laborer, “from
want of education, was not fitted to have a vote.”55 The Saturday Review spoke against
the risk of using the suffrage as a means of educating the rural laborer. The publication
suggested that, even if direct political participation served to enlighten some of the
population even a small amount, there was no way of “knowing if this tiny good would
not be largely outweighed by a deterioration of the Parliament elected.”56 Rather than
assume the risks involved in using the suffrage as a means of educating rural populations,
opponents insisted that the relatively new 1870 Education Act ought to be given the
opportunity to do its work. Their primary answer to the call for new reform was to wait.
Forster’s Education Act, passed in 1870, charged local school boards with the task of
providing a compulsory primary education to all children age five through thirteen. The
success of this act was still being gauged during the time of the debates over further
54
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reform; children educated in the new compulsory schools were, of course, only able to
vote when they reached age twenty-one. Plunkett argued that parliament need not take
on a new experiment of trying to educate county dwellers via the suffrage since they were
already “trying a much larger experiment in the Education Act,” which he thought should
be allowed the proper course of time to work “before they proceeded to upset the existing
constituencies of the country.”57 Other critics went further, complaining that the
Education Act was an annoyance and hardship to the working class because it pulled
wage-earning children out of the fields and factories. Opponents argued that rather than
eliciting “much gratitude,” the Education Act “elicited many curses” due to diminished
“household earnings.”58 Such claims implied that the agricultural workers were not only
uneducated but also that they desired to remain so.
On the other hand, proponents argued that the Education Act was already
succeeding in educating the rural population. Through all the stages of parliamentary
reform, from 1832 on, those in favor of expanding the electorate pushed the notion that
the suffrage was the ultimate means of educating less enlightened populations. Of
course, John Stuart Mill was a primary mouthpiece for that argument in the debates
leading up to the 1867 Reform Act. As early as 1861, Mill was arguing in print that one
of the primary benefits of a government that granted all citizens a voice was “that
education of the intelligence and of the sentiments which is carried down to the very
lowest ranks of the people when they are called to take part in acts which directly affect
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the great interests of their country.”59 Those who stood in opposition to the expansion of
the suffrage leaned on the notion that men should be intelligent and well-educated in
political matters before their enfranchisement. However, in the debates over the 1884
legislation, proponents took up the argument of the late J.S. Mill that enfranchisement
was “the road” to “substantial mental cultivation in the mass of mankind.”60
Henry Fawcett and George Trevelyan were two examples of MPs who continued
to verbalize Mill’s argument that giving the vote to a population was the best way to
educate them. Similarly, George Potter, founder of the London Working Men’s
Association, argued that the suffrage could help improve even the most disreputable of
populations. He claimed that by “extending the suffrage, we are providing education for
the whole people, and may perhaps get into school the children of gipsies, tramps, and
canal navigators.”61 Potter also claimed that “a great dread of the ‘residuum’” which
Lowe and other opponents spoke of was only valid and acceptable if “we live[d] in the
ancient time of ‘potwallopers’.”62 But times had changed and the addition of legislation
governing education had greatly improved the mental capacities of lower classes of
Briton. Alfred Simmons, in the Fortnightly Review, proclaimed that the Education Act
was indeed “doing its work,” and allowing “the strong brain-power of the artisan class”
to receive “the polish and the culture incident to a sound elementary education.”63 Not
only were they becoming polished and educated; he also insisted that these county
59
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working men were now growing to look “into their social condition, and . . . becoming
more enlightened as to the systematic way in which the past has robbed them of rights
and property.”64 Simmons was writing fifteen years after the passage of the Education
Act, which perhaps made it easier for him to see the benefits. But even those writing
only a few years after its initiation heralded how it benefited the intellect of the residuum.
The London Quarterly Review reported as early as 1872 that the “introduction of
compulsion” in education “has, indeed, done much good.”65 It had, they claimed
“prepared the nation for what, two years ago, it would have shrunk from, -- in accepting
the principle of compulsion at all, to accept it frankly for all classes.”66 The conversation
about enfranchising laborers in the counties did not, however, contain much talk of
voting as a right. Instead it was still evident, even in the statements of most proponents
of the extension, that the vote was a trust and not a right. Men had to hold the intellectual
capacities to perform the task.
The relationship between education and the vote was an area where the debates
over the fitness of women and rural working-class men clearly intersected. As we saw in
chapter two, for those MPs who supported the extension of the franchise to county
laborers but not to women, gender was an impenetrable wall for the educating effects of
the vote. While male agricultural laborers were presented by proponents as able to
overcome classed inferiority through participation in the franchise, women were
portrayed as unchangeable. Such a stance is remarkable considering that women who
grew up in propertied families were more likely to have been educated. Female
adolescents of the middle classes had sporadic accesses to governesses and small private
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schools when they could afford it.67 In addition, children of the upper and upper-middle
classes were often consistently enrolled in boarding schools and exposed to
governesses.68 While these opportunities for education were targeted more at social
rather than intellectual skills,” women of property were still more likely than county
laborers to have experienced the taming effects of education. However, MPs maintained
that rural workers could be molded, by the vote, into intelligent men fit for the existing
political framework. Women, on the other hand, were incapable of intellectual alteration,
by way of instruction or the vote, thus threatening the supposed manly political system.

Measuring Fitness, Interest, and Intimidation
Conservatives, in particular, were far from convinced that the educating properties
of the franchise were reason enough to include rural workers in the parliamentary
electorate. Instead, opponents of a Third Reform Bill feared that the ignorant rural
workers would taint the electorate. Opponents insisted that agricultural laborers’ lack of
education proved they had little to no experience in politics, a general lack of interest in
the political process, and were too easily swayed by their social superiors. Even those
who were interested were unfit or unqualified for several reasons. Opponents argued that
the ignorance of rural workers would not only weaken the integrity of the electorate,
damaging the system as a whole; it also encouraged their tendency to be political puppets
to the landed gentry, and made them susceptible to the persuasion of demagogues and
prone to latch on to the radical ideas of socialism. Proponents of expansion denied these
deficiencies, arguing that they were not easily manipulable. Concerns that county
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laborers lacked minds of their own resembled similar claims made about women and
their lack of fitness for the vote. The importance of intelligence and a lack of gullibility
in the debates over rural workers and the vote provided an interesting comparison to
thoughts voiced in the debates over female suffrage. The two conversations were similar
in their concern that both female sensibilities and rural ignorance would blemish the
electorate as a whole by making it susceptible to corrupt influence. However, women
were deemed the more volatile and dangerous of the two by the end of the nineteenth
century.
While there was a general concern about the education of country laborers, there
was also a more focused apprehension over their specific lack of interest or experience in
politics. Their lack of concern was said to indicate an unwillingness to learn how to
participate, which would derail the educating potential of the vote. Disraeli argued that
rural working-class men’s interests in suffrage lay not in their concerns over politics but
rather in their hopes to improve their own social condition, and thought it best not to
“disturb the political conscience of the country.”69 In that sense, the agricultural laborer
represented the exact opposite of the “disinterested” voter of wealthier classes. Frank
Hugh O’Donnell, MP for Dungarvan, admitted that he would have been “more willing to
enfranchise the agricultural laborer had he been first trained in the suffrage through a Bill
that gave them access to local elections.”70 O’Donnell also articulated the often-voiced
stance that the best policy on further reform was to wait. He stated that while the
extension of the franchise was not desirable at that time, “every right-minded man should
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look forward, as he did, with pleasure to the time when the whole country would be so
advanced and educated that manhood suffrage could be granted without danger.71 Such a
statement echoes the sentiments articulated in the debates over the 1832 and 1867
Reform Acts – suggesting that the franchise was something to be striven for and attained.
By setting a distinct line of expectation for voters, the political elite felt that they could
control the nature and identity of the electorate. Perhaps O’Donnell’s insistence on
waiting is not so surprising, considering that he was described by historian Andrew Jones
as a “celebrated obstructionist” and a “flatulent bore.” 72 Still, his sentiment was a
common one among opponents even of previous reform bills.73 Here again we see the
indication that single women would have been the more likely candidates for further
electorate extension since single, ratepaying women had received the municipal franchise
in 1869. Women already had the “education” of local elections to aid them in casting
their parliamentary votes. But, of course, the vote was given instead to agricultural
laborers who would be first-time participants.
Opponents were nervous about how political rookies, unfamiliar with the way
politics so often failed to solve local problems, would deal with their disappointment. It
was feared that disappointment might breed violence and disobedience. Alexander
Beresford-Hope argued that he did not wish to see the franchise extended to rural workers
because “he did not think that agricultural laborers, whatever might be their merits, were
so large minded as to be the very best trustees of the governing power of the country.”74
He was of the opinion that any agricultural laborer outside the class of £12 householders
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was ill-fit “for producing the best legislature.”75 Journalists voicing Conservative
concerns stated that “the respectable illiterate voter” and those reached in the public
house make up “a class which, in its present state of education, is incapable of being
satisfied by any Government because it really does not understand what government
means.”76 The enfranchisement of agricultural laborers would nearly complete the
process begun by the 1867 Act, which "placed 'the democracy' in a position of dominance
ultimately unshakable by any safeguards or anti-democratic provisions that might be
devised."77 This alteration in the system, according to Hayes, “foretold the end of the
politics of deference.”78 Because these inexperienced voters expected their class to be
represented and cared for, Conservatives harbored concerns that they would be capricious
in their party devotion. Their mistaken ideals of government as a means of promoting
their interests meant “that no Conservative Government, indeed that no Government, can
long content the particular class to which we have entrusted the power of turning the
political balance.”79
MPs feared agricultural laborers would use the vote as a means to promote their
own ill-informed interests rather than helping the political system operate in a traditional
manner. The agricultural laborer was portrayed as a childish and selfish; their political
behavior was consistently described in terms similar to that of capricious children. Day
wrote of a conversation with an agricultural laborer while canvassing for a Conservative
candidate in the election of 1874, in which he was told by the voter, “‘I may as well vote
for him, for they promised us all kinds of things when the present chaps came in, and I
75
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don’t see what they’ve done for us – besides which, I think it only fair to give the Tories
a turn now.’”80 Opponents insisted that agricultural laborers lacked the procedural
understanding of the political system to realize the complexity of policies and the
challenges involved in making good on political “promises.” Rural voters would know
too little about politics to expect and accept being disappointed. Many opponents denied
that agricultural laborers had any interest in the vote. The National Review, on the eve of
the bill’s passage, argued that the legislation was viewed “by most people with great
indifference.”81 Some denied that it was the agricultural laborers who were calling for
their own vote; rather, the demand emanated from “professed agitators” who “use the
masses . . . to urge that the suffrage should be conferred upon a numerous and ignorant
class.”82 Knowing little about the political process would also eventually lead to
disgruntled opinions of politicians and their abilities. Expecting changes to be made on
their behalf would only cause chaos when the changes they hoped for failed to come
about. The “extravagant expectations of what would be done for him by the party who he
should place in power” would only lead to violence among the newly enfranchised
voters, since “the disappointment of ignorance always turns to fury.”83 Here again the
agricultural laborers of the counties were described as children, demanding their way and
throwing a fit when they did not receive it. Once they recognized that the party that
championed their enfranchisement would have to deal with more than just issues
specifically related to them, they would revolt against that party and bounce back and
forth in their allegiance. These child-like tendencies also increased their likelihood of
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being swayed by the fleeting promises of political leaders. Their lack of intelligence was
not only a reason in and of itself to deny them the vote. Lacking the knowledge of
politics and a general intelligence also sparked fears that these newly enfranchised
laborers would be easily manipulated by their social superiors.
Proponents also used a vocabulary describing rural laborers as political
adolescents - but to support rather than oppose franchise extension. Front-bench radical
W. E. Forster described the agricultural class as children slowly growing into
consciousness, claiming that “until now they had been asleep, not knowing or caring
anything about the suffrage; now they were awake and claimed the suffrage.”84 He
romanticized the idea that the farm laborer was docile, meek, and simply went about his
work as a commitment to the well-being of himself, his family, and his country. The
agricultural worker was the hard-working, obedient son of the British patriarchy. Forster
used the peaceful nature of the agricultural laborer as an argument for his deserving the
vote, suggesting “that one great argument in favor of the Bill was the exceeding
moderation of the country with respect to it.”85 Not only did this line of argument put
forth the notion of the rural laborer as the obedient son of the nation; it also coincided
with the desire to maintain a moderate and docile electorate, lacking the inclination
toward violence and upheaval. However, the opposition saw it much differently. They
emphasized the ignorance of the agricultural laborer as reason for not admitting him to
the franchise. Much like the debate surrounding the 1867 bill, intelligence and
respectability were important factors in fitness for the franchise. MPs on various sides of
the issue spoke of rural working men as children and, sometimes, domestic pets.
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Opponents of franchise extension lauded their virtues of hard work and loyalty, but also
denounced their simple-minded susceptibility to manipulation and disorder. They also
worried over the likelihood of intimidation by landlords and bosses who would sway
working-class votes and prevent independence of thought. Only those working men who
were good sons, sharing the virtues of their political fathers, could hope to share in the
franchise. But even the most obedient were said, by the opposition, to lack the ability to
avoid being dictated to by their superiors on how to vote.
The possibility of landowners using intimidation as a means of influencing rural
working-class voters was also a fear of those supporting the expansion of the franchise.
The Ballot Act under consideration in the late 1860s and early 1870s was a vital piece of
the next step in reform. Those debates continued to describe the secret ballot as the
means of preventing the intimidation of workers.86 Charles Newdegate claimed that he
would not pledge his support for enfranchising county householders because he feared
“an influence might be exercised over them by the large landowners in counties,
equivalent to that which he deprecated as existing and in operation in the manufacturing
districts on the part of the manufacturers and their operatives.”87 Gladstone, however,
denied this possibility, insisting that “we have no right to withhold the household
franchise from the counties on the ground that the peasantry will in the long run follow
the parson and the squire,” because “a nation preferring self-government should be selfgoverned . . . whatever be the effect on party.”88 Gladstone argued that “privilege and
franchises should not be tossed about by caprice, but distributed with a firm and even
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hand.”89 The inability to make political choices on one’s own led to claims similar to
those heard during the debates over the 1867 Act. Not only would county workers
demonstrate little ability to vote responsibly; their enfranchisement would essentially
give additional votes to their employers, landlords, and parsons. Opponents argued that,
armed with votes but lacking the capacity to use them on their own, agricultural laborers
would become susceptible to mob mentality, presenting a danger to the one man- one
vote system of British politics (even if such a system was more a perception than a
reality.
The debate over rural laborers’ likelihood of falling prey to demagogues and
intimidating landlords illuminates an interesting contrast with concerns about female
voters. While politicians often characterized rural laborers as easy to influence, women
were rarely portrayed in that way. Instead, the political ideas that women brought with
them were more likely to dominate than be dominated, thus sparking the fear that they
would feminize the political system. While some opponents claimed that women’s
gender identity might be influenced by their political participation, few voiced concerns
that women’s political ideals would be overpowered or influenced by men. This
tendency, examined extensively in the previous chapter, need not be expanded on much
here. But this absence of anxiety, paired with the contemporaneous concern over rural
laborers falling victim to the persuasion of their social superiors, brings an interesting
contrast. For a legislature that was so concerned with independence of thought and
deference, it would seem that single women, without the influence of husbands, would
have been the most likely beneficiaries of further electorate expansion. Likewise, rural
men, apt to follow the political ideas of their landlords, would seem to have been less
89
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likely to be enfranchised. However, the opposite was the result. Women of independent
means and thought were denied the vote in the 1880s and the seemingly more dependent
county laborers were given the vote in 1884.
This comparison also sheds an interesting light on the contemporary battle over
enfranchising single women as opposed to married women, and the conflicting messages
about women’s ability to influence men and men’s ability to control women. Sir Henry
James, as an opponent of women’s suffrage, criticized the motion to give the vote to
women who lacked “the power of consulting with a husband,” while refusing the same
right to women who had access to “that counsel and experience.”90 Yet, as mentioned in
the previous chapter, another reason for excluding women from the franchise was their
boisterous, pushy agitation in the quest for suffrage, suggesting that such masculine
behaviors were unwelcome in women. Opponents also proposed that women, rather than
being enfranchised themselves, should practice their natural ability to persuade their men
in order to obtain political voice. William Fowler, Liberal MP for Cambridge, insisted
that women, instead of seeking direct political participation, “should take care to
influence their husbands and their friends to put right-minded men into this House, and
then their interests would be properly looked after. It is an entire delusion to say that they
have no great political influence.”91 Conservative Alexander Beresford Hope agreed with
the notion that women had such power over men, but claimed that it was “by her very
weakness, her helplessness, her reliance upon man, that she holds her power.”92
Ironically, women, who were said to possess a subtle, feminine influential power over
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men and distinct political ideas unlikely to be overtaken by the existing political leanings
of “superior” men were denied the vote, when rural laborers, continuously described as
subject to influence, received the vote.
One vocal fear-monger regarding the extension of the franchise and the dangers of
demagoguery was Robert Lowe. As in the debates over the 1867 bill, Lowe feared that
enfranchising county laborers would taint the political system with ignorant, illiterate
voters and leave the system open to new abuses and corruption. Lowe argued that the
poor were “apt to leave the management of” government affairs to “the demagogue, the
inseparable parasite of democracy.”93 The current system was more or less protected
from such ills because the wise and highly educated were not susceptible to the
persuasion of the demagogue – but the same could not be said, Lowe insisted, of the
county laborer being considered for the franchise.94 Characterization of the country
laborers as potential victims of the political agitators was common in publications and
parliamentary conversations. Sir John Eardley Wilmot, Conservative Member for South
Warwickshire, admitted that he “admired the qualities of the working man, and desired
measures for his elevation; but he regarded him as a prey at present to political
agitators.”95 If rural laborers were prone to political agitation they fell short of the
respectable gender qualifications for the suffrage. W. E. Hodgson claimed that
agricultural laborers gathered in large groups listening to political speeches were prone to
“lose all their gentle manliness then, and become delirious, vulgar fools.”96 The tendency
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of working men to operate in groups and attend political rallies was portrayed as an
emasculating habit. The desired form of manliness was described as “gentle” and the
unmasculine behavior was “delirious” and “vulgar.” Such contrasting language brings an
interesting comparison to the description of politics when women were involved in the
discussion. For when women were the topic of parliamentary debate, national politics
was an arena of violence, conflict, and masculine vulgarity. However, when the
conversation centered on the political worth of rural men, parliamentary politics were
once again characterized as a gentle and respectable space. Conservative fears of the
county laborer’s susceptibility to the demagogue, paired with his limited understanding of
the role of Parliament, would seemingly have pointed to women as the more likely
recipients of further electorate expansion. But, again, that was simply not the case.
The general fear of rural laborers’ susceptibility to persuasive political talkers
gave way to further concerns over the potential rise of socialism as a result of the
extended franchise. Historian W.D. Rubinstein suggested that “in 1867 the vote was
conceded to urban working men and householders because they had allegedly proved
themselves to be a stable force.”97 The agricultural laborers, however, “were still too
poor and too uneducated to be seen as a force for stability in the same way.”98 Day stated
that “the uneducated laborer” would fall victim to the ideas of Socialists.99 Rather
prophetically for at least some on the Continent, Day predicted that “property in all its
forms is likely soon to be attacked by the Socialist and Democratic factions, and that
some great catastrophe, such as those which convulsed Europe in 1830 and 1848, is alone
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wanting to develop their energies into action.”100 In Britain, the uneducated agricultural
laborer was portrayed, not only as a source of instability due to his own inability to
comprehend the system, but also as a breeding ground for the disruptive ideologies of the
day. Day fueled the fear of the soon-to-be enfranchised classes as he described “the
apostles of Socialism” as “preparing the ground and sowing the seeds of their wild and
dangerous doctrines among the masses around us.”101 The concerns Day voiced provided
a striking contrast to the views of the agricultural laborer on the Continent. There, the
peasant was seen as a bastion of conservatism, hardly likely to fall victim to radical
demagoguery - so much so that Bismarck had introduced universal and equal manhood
suffrage by 1871.102 It must be admitted, though, that the Reichstag did not possess
“powers comparable to those of the British Parliament;” Germany was, rather, “an
autocratic monarchy with a few parliamentary trimmings.”103 Still, the image of the
German peasant as “bulwark against change”104 stood in stark contrast to that of the
British rural laborer. The latter, once enfranchised, were empty vessels to be filled, and it
was argued that there were many radical demagogues and theorists ready to instruct them
in their own political agendas.
Proponents of further reform refuted the notion that these would-be voters were
any more prone to violence and demagoguery than already enfranchised working-class
men. Gladstone argued that “evil temper does not grow in intensity as we move
downwards from class to class.” The agricultural laborer was no more selfish or
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passionate than the classes above him. Gladstone also turned on its head the argument
that politically excited agricultural laborers as a group should automatically be
considered a mob. He posited that while the passion of a few individuals might be
undesirable, the passion of a large mass made them all the more politically relevant
which made them deserving of the vote. Gladstone stated that “so far as the passionate
susceptibilities of multitudes of men deserve to be taken into account, the topic may be
used far more effectively against those whom we have admitted, than against those whom
we have not.”105 Similarly, George Trevelyan, Liberal MP for the Border Burghs,
insisted that while “a great section of the population of this country stands, as compared
to the rest of the nation, in a position of political inferiority, or rather, of political nullity”
they “have given proof that they possess the very best of our national qualities.”106 He
stated specifically that “they are not Socialists, they are not rebels at heart, not idlers, but
sober, industrious heads of families—the stationary population of the country.”107
Trevelyan pushed for the expansion of household suffrage into the counties for eight
consecutive parliamentary sessions.108 He, as well as other radical and Liberal
proponents, listed obedience and docility among the qualities that best proved rural
working-class men’s claim to the suffrage.
Anxiety over admitting agricultural laborers to the electorate was, in some ways,
similar to that caused by the thought of admitting women, in that both populations’ lack
of experience in national politics would ostensibly alter the fundamental trends and
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tendencies of the British political system. Day insisted that “the masses . . . were
incompetent to dictate a wise and enlightened foreign policy,” and their admission to the
electorate would result in “the ripe fruit of a thousand years of civilization . . . be[ing]
trampled upon by hordes who are the dupes of revolution, urged on in their ignorant
stampede” by demagogic despisers of the current system.109 MPs who insisted that
women voters would encourage a feminine shift in the domestic and foreign policies of
the nation echoed Day’s concerns, only in this case directing their concerns toward
female voters. While the conversation over women voters was more overt in its use of
words describing the desired masculinity of the electorate and the political system, the
terms used to describe the changes that the agricultural classes would bring to the identity
of the electorate were still subtly about gender. Working-class men in the counties would
infiltrate the government with ignorance, as women were expected to infiltrate it with
feminine sensibilities and tendencies. This comparison leaves us with an interesting
paradox. Propertied women who met many of the criteria necessary for receiving the
vote were disqualified for the mere fact that they were women even while seeming to
demonstrate the qualifications of property and respectability heralded as the ideal
masculinity. Meanwhile, male agricultural workers lacked the education and property
called for in earlier debates but were qualified mostly by the masculine attributes that
clung to them by dint of their status as male manual laborers.
While county laborers may have been characterized as more easily influenced
than single women, their gullibility or naivety would not prevent them from receiving the
vote. The fear of their uninformed political stances and influence on the government was
easier to overcome than the fear of the feminization of the parliamentary system. Thus,
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the concern that the particular type of masculinity displayed by rural working men was
incompatible with the masculine identity of politics was ultimately deemed irrelevant to
their inclusion in the electorate. Proponents were able to describe a form of rural
working-class masculinity that mirrored important facets of the ideal political
masculinity, but in a form that was more readily found among the rural working class.
Women’s inability to adhere to the political masculine ideal, however, continued to
prevent their inclusion.

The Unique Qualifications of the Agricultural Laborer
The assumed lack of strong individual political convictions and limited
educational opportunities led opponents of franchise extension to argue that agricultural
laborers did not possess the proper masculinity desired for members of the electorate.
Proponents, however, sought to counter those ideas by verbally constructing an image of
rural working-class masculinity that, while differing from the respectable masculinity of
the political elites, connected to it indirectly in the form of hard work and patriotism. In
addition to claiming that the suffrage was still the best way to increase education among
rural laborers, proponents claimed that agricultural laborers possessed manly intelligence
and skills all their own which made them ready for the vote. Those few supporters
willing to admit that perhaps county laborers were not as bright as those in the city
insisted that the franchise was the best way to bring about equality in education. Others,
however, insisted that not only were rural working-class men intelligent enough to use
the vote, but also that they had long been interested in politics. While they lacked the
training of the franchise and the school house in the ways of politics, they had been
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instructed on the topic by the newspaper and their politically-minded friends. The
qualifying features of the rural laborer were often described by proponents in terminology
that the opposition identified as important – intelligence, self-sufficiency, and patriotism.
Where opponents pointed to the intellectual deficiencies of agricultural laborers to
disqualify them, those in favor of the expansion of the franchise were eager to prove
county laborers were capable in their own right.
Proponents denied that county householders had too little political experience to
receive the parliamentary suffrage. While their geographically mobile peers occasionally
served as instructors in the political process, county householders chiefly benefited from
the extensive political coverage found in local newspapers. George Potter argued that
“all classes of men . . . read the newspaper so diligently” and therefore even if they did
“follow the parson and the squire” with their political opinions, as Lowe suggested, “it
would no longer be done blindly.”110 Access to the political press at least offered some
form of information for agricultural laborers with which they could temper their political
ideas. Potter also included their weekly “religious exercises” in the experiences that
helped them advance themselves. The process of rural laborers reading the newspaper
(or listening to it as it was read to them) as a way of learning about parliamentary politics
supported the idea that they were eager for self-instruction, betterment, and, thus, the
suffrage.
In addition to their desire to understand the process, proponents of further
electoral expansion referred directly to masculine traits particularly present in the
agricultural laboring class of the counties. Political elites emphasized courage,
independence, and manliness as the distinct qualifications those in the counties
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possessed. Rural laborers, they argued, cultivated a distinct manliness through their
extensive physical labor and sheer willingness to work. Potter argued that the time
agricultural laborers spent doing manual labor made them even more prepared for the
vote, claiming that “these admirable specimens of English husbandmen” demonstrated
their qualification for the vote because they could “read, think, and observe, as well as
toil and plod.”111 Potter implied that the toil of rural workers contributed to their fitness
for the franchise, much like the urban workers who had achieved the suffrage in 1867.
The agricultural laborers “who spend their lives in the fields are upon the whole prepared
to receive and use the franchise in counties as well as we who call ourselves artisans.”112
Potter’s remarks hinted at an undercurrent of pride in the manual labor of the rural
worker showing his service to the country as well as his manliness in general.
While proponents sought to portray the manly persona created by physical work
in the field as a mark of fitness for the suffrage, they also continued to endorse the older
ideal masculinity dependent on respectability, independence, and deference. Gladstone
insisted that the time had passed when “the rural voter had not the independence, which is
an essential condition for the beneficial exercise of the franchise.”113 He compared the
change in qualification of the agricultural laborers in the last quarter of the nineteenth
century with the improvement shown by the “middle class” prior to their enfranchisement
in the 1832 Bill. Before the first reform act, politicians described the middle class’s
ability to participate in the franchise as highly questionable. However, the middle class
had “by their moderation and patriotism . . . proved to be paragons of political virtue.”114
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Gladstone also reiterated the arguments used in the debates surrounding the 1867 Act,
stating that “Independence . . . is justly reckoned among the valuable qualifications of an
elector.”115 However, independence seemed to transform into something quite different
in the debates leading up to the Second Reform Act. The rural worker was quite
dependent on landlord and squire for his labor, but the work he did and wages he earned
slowly emerged in the rhetoric of parliamentary debates as evidence of a unique
independence. Despite the importance MPs placed on manual labor, there was little to no
mention of their physical strength or power. The absence of such comments as qualifiers
for the rural working class again reveals the varying gendered identities political elites
used to describe national politics in the debates over agricultural laborer voters and
female voters. While politics was described over and over again as a place of brutish
conflict to prove the incompatibility of women and Parliament, there was no attempt to
use the same language of strength to show the qualifications of rural working-class men.
The emphasis remained on independence and education throughout.
In 1874, the election of a coal-miner-turned-politician to the Commons brought a
unique and new perspective to the debates about rural laborers and their manliness.
While the changes the 1867 Reform Act made to the electorate brought no working-class
MPs into Parliament in the 1868 election, there were two elected in 1874.116 Of those
two, the most vocal and most mentioned throughout the debates on the Third Reform
measure was Thomas Burt, member for Morpeth. On multiple occasions MPs from both
sides of the bench made reference to Burt in discussing the worthiness of rural laborers
for the franchise. Burt represented what hard-working, intrinsically-motivated laborers
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could achieve. He received little formal education but read avidly. Like his father, Burt
worked in the collieries in the north of England and gradually became a prominent trade
unionist. In 1865 he was elected secretary of the Northumberland Miner’s Mutual
Confidence Association and in doing so became enfranchised. In 1874 Burt was elected
to the Commons as the MP for Morpeth and a radical voice for the working classes of the
counties.117 Proponents pointed to him as the shining example of how even the least
educated county householder could possess aptitude for political participation.
Opponents complimented Burt for his hard work and talent but insisted that he was a
rarity among the rural working classes. In conversations about the Third Reform Bill,
Burt was a topic of debate as well as a participant.
Burt’s comments about his own life and the lives of his working-class peers also
demonstrated the desire to connect the agricultural laborer’s political fitness with his
identity as a man who worked with his hands. His contributions to the reform debates are
particularly relevant to our discussion here, because Burt admitted that although he was a
householder for the last eight years of the eighteen he worked in the coal mines, and
“although he took an earnest interest in political questions, he was on no Parliamentary or
municipal register.”118 Burt lamented the fact that “during the time he was earning his
bread by the sweat of his brow” he was not allowed the suffrage. Burt emphasized the
manliness of earning one’s wages through physical labor compared to the vastly less
taxing office duties of a trade union secretary, and the irony that it was the latter that
possessed the vote. He stated that “nobody could take a more honourable place than the
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man who earned his bread by the labor of his hands.”119 Burt chastised the current
system for its denial of the vote to thousands of male householders suggesting that
the deprivation of the franchise was a stigma on their poverty. The broad line of
distinction between the voters and the non-voters in a country village was this.
The voters lived in big houses and never soiled their hands by manual labor;
whereas the non-voters lived in the small houses, and were the people who tilled
the fields and performed the manual labor of the country. He appealed to hon.
Members on both sides of the house to remove this injustice.120
Burt emphasized more than any other proponent of the new reform bill the physical
nature of the agricultural laborer’s job and how that placed him in a position to qualify
for the vote. While he underscored the sweat of the brow and the toiling of the hands, he
made sure to connect those activities with the “earning of bread.” While attempting to
challenge the continuing (albeit fading) importance of property and wealth in claiming
the franchise, Burt still tied the work back to notions of independence and the stability
that came from providing for one’s self and one’s family. Burt also encouraged the
consideration of patriotism and service to the country as a means of qualification.
Foreshadowing the arguments for qualification that would come in the twentieth-century
discussions of reform, Burt reminded the Commons that working men were less inclined
to join the armed forces of a country that “will not trust or will not recognize us by giving
us those common rights which are afforded to working men in other countries.”121 Burt,
as a former member of the very class that was under consideration to receive the suffrage,
offered an insight into what working-class men of the counties most valued in
themselves. While the majority of politicians and journalists focused on education and
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intelligence, agricultural laborers and some of their proponents called for an appreciation
of their physical labor and patriotism.
While other proponents of reform avoided praising the sweaty, muscle-bound
work done by agricultural laborers, they did often praise them for their work ethic. Even
opponents were forced to admit that the county laborer was a faithful workhorse for the
country in the work he performed in the collieries and fields. At times the texts of the
debates in the 1870s and 80s became almost comical as supporters and opponents alike
sang the praises of the rural laborer, only for the bill to be voted down at the end of the
session. Trevelyan called out those politicians who praised the agricultural laborer one
minute and voted against his enfranchisement the next. He lamented that during the
debates
we hear nothing but high praises of their virtues as men, and their excellence as
citizens; and the only point on which we are at issue among ourselves appears to
be that while [Liberal] Gentlemen on this side of the House are content with
asserting that the rural laborer is as fit for the franchise as the town artizan,
Gentlemen opposite will insist upon it that he is a great deal fitter.122
But when the time came to cast their vote, opponents were unwilling to enfranchise these
oft-praised men - at least until 1884, once the redistribution details had been worked out.
Opponents had their own comments about manliness as it related to electoral
reform. Day chastised the Conservative party for its failure to stand up against the tide of
reform, arguing that such behavior displayed a lack of courage. He described it as
“political cowardice” in which “the Conservative party seem[ed] content to sit at the feet
of the Radical teacher and humbly listen to his words.”123 In this instance, Conservatives
challenged the masculinity of those who failed to speak against the reform bill. Those
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opposed to the extension of the franchise sought to point out that not “every working
man” was in the “same proud position as that of the hon. Member for Morpeth,” Mr.
Burt.124 But proponents rejected this, and sought to construct an identity for agricultural
laborers that, in a way, was consistent with James Fitzjames Stephens' view of a
government that was successful when it was upheld by a domestic patriarchy rewarding
strength and virility. By connecting agricultural laborers’ fitness to their physical labor,
proponents hoped to demonstrate their physical strength and manliness as a class of men
and, thus, their rightful claim to the vote.
Advocates for enfranchising rural working men sought to present their masculine
identity as compatible with the politically idealized masculinity broadcast by political
elites as the measuring stick for political inclusion. The debate over whether the county
householder’s labor was a valid demonstration of his independence and commitment to
the nation was, in fact, a negotiation of what type of masculinity deserved the vote. Such
conversations revealed that independence continued to grow as an indicator of voter
fitness. A man “earning his bread” by the “sweat of his brow” was becoming a way of
proving that he would not require subsistence from the government in order to provide
for himself and his family. This same line of argument had proved important in the 1867
Reform Act debates, and demonstrates how important personal independence remained to
the prevailing notions of political masculinity. According to MPs, it was rents and taxes
that separated the “skilled working men” from the “’residuum’ of the working class,”
within the language of the legislation. Thousands of county householders met the
property qualifications that had been enacted in the boroughs. Proponents sought to
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extend those same qualifications across county lines by proving that agricultural laborers
were no less independent or motivated than their laboring brothers in the boroughs.
This concern with breadwinning and wage earning was indicative of a shift in the
category of “independent men” which had grown from just property-owning men to also
include wage-earning men as well. The unofficial shift in this category marked a
discernible shift in the ideal masculinity that drove access to political power. This shift
began with the inclusion of working-class men of urban boroughs in 1867, but it became
unmistakably clear with the passage of the 1884 Reform Act. The ability of a man to
demonstrate his independence by the labor of his hands rather than his payment of rents
and rates introduced a new concern with manual, rural labor as a qualifier for the
franchise. MPs, in the debates of the 1870s and 80s, made a legitimate political claim
that a man could prove his adherence to a masculine identity of independence with
physical labor and not just the ownership of property. As work grew to be equated with
independence, the path to further reform became clearer and more likely. But the
increasing regularity of such claims within parliamentary debates did not make the pill of
reform any easier for opponents to swallow. Each step away from the dominance of
property in the British political system meant one closer to democracy, and stoked
Conservatives’ fears of universal manhood suffrage and perhaps universal suffrage for all
adults, regardless of gender.
The constant fretting over democracy by opponents of reform was, deep down, a
concern over the fading importance of men of property in the electorate. The notion that
propertied men would be buried by numbers of propertyless workers in the British
electorate continued to show itself in conversations over reform in the 1880s. Opponents
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of the extension lamented judicial rulings over the householder clauses in the 1867 Act
which had essentially removed the restrictions Disraeli and Derby had placed in the way
of those benefiting from the lodger franchise. The householder, and even the lodger
franchise, were the final toeholds of property as a qualifier for the vote. Journalist
Goldwin Smith argued that “the lodger-franchise is evidently the vanishing point of the
feudal connection between political privilege and the possession of houses or land.”125
The unclear logistics of the lodger franchise remaining from the 1867 Act were still being
ironed out as the next reform bill was under consideration. With those two simultaneous
conversations, opponents saw the remaining meager property qualifications slipping
away. Conservatives complained bitterly that
the judges have now practically determined that the lodger clauses of the Reform
Act of 1867 have become inoperative and absurd. A lodger paying ten pounds of
rent is entitled to the franchise, but he has equally a right to vote if he pays ten
shillings or tenpence . . . Household suffrage is unmeaning and fallacious now
that, according to the Judges, a room is as good as a house.126
Despite protests from opponents, the fading clarity of what constituted property and the
simultaneous shift in the indicators of independence helped bring the county householder
into the fold of the constitution.
Those who opposed the newest reform measures could not help but see the
inclusion of even more working-class men as an attack on property itself. Day argued
that “the men who in our time are consistent and self-sacrificing are the party of terror
and revolution” and “they assail property and order with patience and determination as
marked as that of Nihilists, who in Russia plot the murders of czars and ministers of
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state.”127 The admission of agricultural laborers to the franchise all but ensured the future
passage of manhood suffrage and the death of property as a qualifier for the vote. The
influx of millions of propertyless voters, opponents feared, would swamp the interests of
those intelligent, landed individuals of lesser number. The Conservative press insisted
that “Mr. Gladstone and his associates had been driving too fast in the direction of
democracy” and desired the pace to be slowed.128 The quick movement toward further
reform “was a surprise; and English people, as a rule, are not fond of surprises.”129
Charles Newdegate believed that “if household suffrage is to be established in the
counties” the country would very quickly move “to manhood suffrage” and eventually
“enfranchise the women.”130
As Newdegate inadvertently predicted, manhood suffrage would supersede the
enfranchisement of propertied women despite their closer adherence to traditional voter
qualifications. We must consider the shifting definition of independent men as the
philosophical rationale that allowed rural working-class men to overtake propertied
women as the most likely candidates for the next wave of reform. The emergence of
physical work as a means of proving one’s independence marked a moment when women
lost to less-educated rural workers. Propertied women outranked county householders in
property-ownership and education. They were of a class that fit within the ideal
electorate far better than the rural working classes. But their qualifications could not
overcome the gendered stereotypes barring them from participation in the parliamentary
electorate. The manipulation of the signs of independence within parliamentary
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negotiations gave MPs the rationale for maintaining the gender barriers to parliamentary
suffrage, while continuing to diminish the barriers of class.

Conclusion
The debates surrounding the Third Reform Act were unique, in that they often
contained an air of inevitability less evident in discussions of the previous two acts.
However, the length of time it took for the passage of Third Reform Act, following a
rather disappointing 1867 Reform Act, proved that the measure was in no way
unanimously supported. Too often the Reform Act of 1884 is written off as the natural
and certain step toward the full enfranchisement of all Britain’s citizens, and receives
little attention from political and social historians. Yet, the language used in the
conversations weighing this legislation reveals that the gendered identity of politically
empowered citizens was still in negotiation, even in the last decades of the nineteenth
century. Admittance of householders in the counties, on an equal measure to those in the
boroughs, brought education and independence in the form of labor to the forefront of
political qualifiers and signaled the impending death gasps of property as the clearest
indicator of political aptitude. Property as a prerequisite for the vote would meet its end
in the coming century.
Yet, the women who were being considered for the franchise in the very same
decades, who possessed more education and (at least financial) independence, remained
excluded from the electorate. Much of the historical value in these debates over
agricultural householders and the franchise lies less in what they tell us about rural men
alone. Rather, the most important implication of these debates comes in the overlap of
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the conversation about female voters. The result of county householders gaining the
suffrage before the seemingly more-qualified propertied women of Britain revealed that
the maintenance of the gender hierarchy had officially trumped the insistence on
maintaining clear class restrictions within the parliamentary electorate.
The agricultural laborers being considered for the vote were criticized by
opponents of reform for their ignorance, simplicity of mind, and susceptibility to
persuasion even though they met the property qualifications placed on householders in
the boroughs. Supporters of reform, however, argued that the county laborers had
intelligence and strength demonstrated by their physical labor in the fields and mines of
rural Britain. The householder franchise in 1867 had served to further lessen the hold of
property on the vote. It was with the debates over the 1884 Reform Act that we see the
continued negotiation of attributes of proper citizenship that were not necessarily visible
or quantifiable through rents and property values. The emphasis on the physical
provisions of masculine citizens would continue to evolve further in the years to come as
physical force became the last remaining reason for women’s exclusions from the
franchise. This process would continue into the first decades of the twentieth century, as
Britain experienced the turmoil of the greatest global conflict it had known to that point in which citizens, with and without the vote, were called to serve.
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Chapter 5 – Shifting Ideologies: Physical Force and Militant Suffragism after the
1884 Act
The vote is a specific power which is granted by authority of the State to those whom it
conceives to be most fitted to exercise it for good. There is no superior virtue there, but
by decree of nature—possibly it may be alterable in centuries to come—at present it
resides in the male sex. 1
-

Harold Baker, MP for
Accrington, to the House of
Commons, 28 March 1912

While there was no new installment of franchise extension passed into law
between the 1884/85 Act and the coming of the Great War, that period of debate still saw
a significant shift in the way MPs related gender to the vote. Harold Baker’s quotation
above summarized the sentiment that drove much of the opposition’s argument during
that time. Where the previous forty years of debate about electoral inclusion saw a
unique and shifting balance of classed and gendered qualifications, the first decades of
the twentieth century proved to be a time when the question of further franchise extension
was founded almost exclusively on gender. After the passage of the 1884 Act, which
denied intellectually and economically qualified women while admitting arguably less
qualified county laborers instead, both suffragists and opponents found themselves in
need of rebranding. Both sides of the women’s suffrage debate found themselves in a
rhetorical conundrum. Opponents had narrowly escaped the inclusion of women in the
last episode of reform, and their contradictory statements on women’s fitness for the vote
and their potential for influencing the State as a whole needed modification. Opponents’
rationale for excluding women required a revision in language based more strongly on
1
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seemingly-inalterable gender characteristics. Qualities like property and education
proved too easy for some women to obtain and demonstrate and were therefore
deemphasized. Their frantic and conflicting strands of argument required a new primary
qualifier that would base the exclusion of women more firmly on gendered behaviors.
Similarly, proponents also found themselves in need of a revised narrative that made the
call for female suffrage undeniable. Even though opponents had presented weak and
illogical protests against the inclusion of women, suffragists were unable to capitalize on
the growing popularity of their movement.
As this chapter will explore, the rhetorical shifts used by both sides from 1885 to
1913 brought gendered expectations more firmly into the forefront of civic qualification.
Attainable characteristics and achievements separate from gender - such as property, rate
payments, and education - faded significantly from the conversation over franchise
extension. Instead, opponents grew increasingly vocal about the need for all participants
in the parliamentary franchise to possess the ability to protect the nation by physical force
– a responsibility reserved for male Britons. Meanwhile, proponents who, since 1867,
had argued that women could participate in the masculine field of politics while
simultaneously maintaining their proper femininity, now had to demonstrate the ways
women actually fought and served their nation as men did. The language used by MPs to
debate qualification for the parliamentary franchise drew the emphasis even further away
from property and education, and increasingly toward the masculine activities of
policing, national protection, and combat. Suffragists, disgruntled with the lack of access
to respected means of political communication and the ever-changing vocabulary of
qualification, were forced to adopt new methods to go along with their changing rationale
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for their cause. What was often referred to as the “physical force” argument provided
gatekeepers of the electorate a gender-restricted service to the nation that would maintain
women’s disqualification as parliamentary voters. This chapter assesses the development
of these changing arguments and how the two sides of debate engaged in a reimagining
of rhetorical identity and strategy in their characterization of the citizen. The significance
of this period of debate is not that it marked a legislative victory for the enfranchisement
of women, but rather that it is vital to understanding the further shifts that would come
during and after the First World War.
This chapter presents three interrelated arguments. First, opponents of female
suffrage manipulated the language of qualification yet again, this time prioritizing
“physical force” as the primary qualifier while also insisting upon traditional expectations
of the female sex as a means of maintaining the status quo. Second, the shift away from
property and education as primary qualifiers for the vote forced proponents of female
suffrage to construct and convey a new multi-layered gendered identity for women
seeking the vote; women had to simultaneously appear feminine and adherent to
traditional binary gender norms, while also possessing the “masculine” ability to fight.
Finally, suffragists’ growing frustration over the incessant alteration of the “rules” of the
political game, their opponents’ message that women could not provide physical force in
support of the nation, and their lack of access to established, respected political tools for
communicating civic concerns all contributed to the rise of militant suffragism in the
early twentieth century. Simply put, politicians claimed women should not have the vote
because they did not fight, so women wanting the vote began fighting, which in turn only
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served to draw more criticism of their refusal to maintain traditional female gender
identity.

Women’s Suffrage Bills from 1886 to 1913
Following the exclusion of women from the Parliamentary Reform Act of 1884,
the progression of women’s suffrage in the House of Commons continued on a slow,
meandering, and, often, perplexing path. Since they had been so close, at least
rhetorically, to proving propertied, educated women worthy of the vote, it is rather
striking that suffragists did not see legislative results for another thirty-four years. The
progression of women’s suffrage within the political system is rather important in
constructing an understanding of the shifting rhetoric by both political elites and those
citizens who spoke for and against the issue. Historian Sophia van Wingerden has argued
that the suffragist cause entered a “long period of slow decline,” which only sped up
following ‘the defeat of the women’s suffrage amendment to the Reform Bill of 1884.”2
That is not to say that the issue disappeared from political conversation entirely, but talk
of enfranchising women did become much rarer towards the turn of the century.
The House of Commons took up the subject of women’s enfranchisement more
frequently during the 1870s than it did in the 1880s. Similar to the House of Commons,
the Lords rarely brought a bill on women’s suffrage to debate in the late 80s and 90s.
Women’s parliamentary suffrage came up indirectly during the discussion of related bills,
such as the debates over the Police Franchise Bill in 1887 and the Service Franchise Bill
in 1899. However, from 1892 to 1897 there was no vote taken in Parliament specifically

2
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on the enfranchisement of women.3 During the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, several versions of women’s enfranchisement bills were put off and hindered
by procedural roadblocks and oppositional manipulation – even when it seemed that
victory might be at hand.
In 1897, after a number of failed attempts at indirect enfranchisement, Ferdinand
F. Begg, MP for Glasgow, presented a private bill for women’s suffrage.4 The bill
received a majority of seventy-one in favor.5 However, after going into Committee in
February, it was never debated after being bumped by a day for Jubilee celebrations,
appropriated Government days, and “the opposition’s adroit manipulation” of the
scheduling and rules of procedure.6 Martin Pugh has argued that “this 1897 division
undoubtedly represented the real breakthrough for women’s suffrage, for it reflected a
gradual accumulation of support.”7 Pugh has also insisted that the majority won in 1897
was no “isolated victory,” but rather that it “set a pattern; subsequent bills in 1904, 1909,
1910, and 1911 continued to record pro-suffrage majorities which were enhanced as
successive general elections swept fresh generations into parliament.”8 Yet no further
progress was made. After the failure of Begg’s bill in 1897, both houses remained silent
on the issue until 1904. It must be noted that the 1897 division was not the first time that
a women’s suffrage bill had received a favorable majority. The bill presented by Jacob
Bright in May 1870 received a majority of thirty-three in favor, only to be rejected in
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Committee as a result of Gladstone’s opposition.9 In November 1884, an amendment
presented by William Woodall to the Representation of the People Bill suggesting that
“words in the Representation of the People Act importing the masculine gender include
women” received a majority of twenty-one in favor, but the Second Reading of the
amendment was deferred. 10 The amendment, referred to as Woodall’s Bill, was
crowded out by days taken by the Government.
The lack of progress of bills supporting women’s suffrage in the early twentieth
century frustrated those who had hitherto assumed that victory was near. As Van
Wingerden notes, “by 1903, women were no closer to enfranchisement than they had
been in 1867.”11 The issue was taken up time and again in the Commons through 1908.
However, after that point, women’s suffrage was only discussed in passing as it related to
the treatment of female suffragists in prison until 1911. Further signs of a possible
victory came again in 1911. On May 5 of that year, a bill to enfranchise women actually
passed its second reading with nearly 3 to 1 in support, and was then put to a committee
of the whole house. But despite the significant majority, the bill fell victim to procedural
manipulation much like that of Begg’s 1897 bill. On May 29, upon calls by Viscount
Wolmer to bring the heavily supported legislation into law that session, Asquith’s
Chancellor of the Exchequer, Lloyd George, issued a demand that it be put off until next
session and that no more time should be spent on it.12 Lloyd George claimed that the
Cabinet had not promised to give any more time to the bill, deciding that there was
inadequate time for discussion at present. He promised that in the following session
9
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“when the Bill [had] been again read a second time” the Cabinet would be willing “to
give a week . . . for its further stages.”13 MPs in support of the measure were clearly
frustrated, but the Cabinet’s decision was final. When the bill came up for discussion
again on March 28, 1912, the second reading was put off for six months due to the
violent behavior of some of the suffragettes.
The violent behavior of militant suffragettes was viewed as a challenge to the
quiet and peaceable decorum of British society and upset many Britons. In the minds of
Antis, suffragettes left law enforcement no choice but to respond with violence.
Suffragettes had declined the protection that came from acting as proper ladies when they
began acting as rowdy unfeminine women. Historian Brian Harrison has argued that
suffragettes brought violent treatment upon themselves. He claimed that “nothing is
more frequent in British and Australasian anti-suffrage speeches than disgust at the way
suffragists tried to blur any clear distinctions between the sexes.”14 The dated but stillrelevant commentary of George Dangerfield in The Strange Death of Liberal England
portrayed the rough and violent treatment suffragettes received as validated by their
forfeiture of respectability through the use of militancy. Dangerfield claimed that “the
Women’s Rebellion” was “the rejection of a moribund, a respectable, a smothering
security.”15 Women who chose to participate in militant acts gave up their right to the
masculine protection and respect their sex supposedly allowed them. Dangerfield’s
nostalgia for true Liberalism and the gloomy depiction of British politics at the turn of the
twentieth century also suggests that there was a broader atmosphere of crisis present in
13
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Britain at the time. Such an image is supported by historian Geoffrey Searle, who
described the period of 1908-1914 as “The Years of ‘Crisis’.”16 The growing struggle
between the two houses of Parliament, violent labor strikes, and the violence of Irish
Nationalists all added to a national feeling of trepidation and anxiety over what was to
come for the nation.
Historians differ in their explanations for the failure of these majority-supported
bills to progress through the Commons. Brian Harrison, in his history of the Antisuffragist movement, has insisted that Asquith and his anti-suffragist partners rested on
popular support.17 Just because the bills had achieved a majority in favor did not mean
that the public as a whole supported the idea. More recently, historian Ben Griffin has
argued that by the early twentieth century the exclusion of women from the electorate had
become more a symptom of changes in the political system than of any particularly broad
popular resistance to their inclusion. As Griffin notes, “procedural reforms in the 1880s
had given governments much greater influence over the legislative process, so that even
with the support of a majority of MPs a bill was unable to pass into law without the active
support of the ministry.”18 The unwillingness of the Gladstone and Asquith cabinets to
support a women’s suffrage bill, even with a majority in favor, meant that women’s
suffrage was a lost cause until a government chose to champion it. Such procedural
changes and roadblocks also offer some insight into the initial acts of disobedience by
suffragettes, which will be addressed in a later section.
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Some other significant factors in the shaping of this era of debate were the
political gains women made in areas other than the parliamentary franchise. For
example, the Married Women’s Property Act of 1882 gave “married women the same
rights over their property as unmarried women,” which, historian W.D. Rubenstein has
argued, ended “the injustices which arose from the fact that, previously, their husbands
became the legal owners of all property owned by women on their marriages.” 19 Women
had also gained further legal rights to the custody of children through the Infant Custody
Act of 1873. In fact, it could be argued that women were on a bit of a political hot streak,
excluding the failure to obtain the franchise. While opponents did manage to stave off
parliamentary enfranchisement, women managed to gain victories in the spheres of
education, mother’s rights, and divorce. Those other political gains only encouraged
women’s hopes for inclusion in the electorate. As discussed in Chapter Two, the
increasing access to voting rights at the local level also aided in encouraging women to
push for the parliamentary franchise. Further participation in poor law and school boards
and other municipal political arenas left women feeling confident in their political
capabilities.
Proponents of women’s suffrage were also vocal about the contradictions
manifest in the selective exclusion of women from political participation. Suffragists
insisted that even the strongest opponents encouraged the campaign for female
parliamentary suffrage by using female political influence to gain votes. Male political
candidates eagerly sought female canvassers, for instance. Rowland Prothero, eventual
MP for Oxford University, noted that election after election “men go, hat in hand, and on
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bended knee, to the women of the district to implore them to get votes from the male
electors that they cannot get themselves.”20 In addition to canvassing, women were also
quite active in political associations. Prothero argued that “the strength of the women’s
movement” came from a number of shifts in their roles in everyday society, particularly
“the greatly increased use which men now make of their practical capacities.”21 The fact
that political elites denied women the vote, even though they employed women
unofficially in the workings of parliamentary campaigns, contradicted the argument that
there was no place for females in national politics. Women’s participation in
campaigning and canvassing meant that they were at the heart of national politics, and the
presence of women in local politics continued to increase. These political gains served to
fuel the motivation behind the suffragist movement. Those gains, along with the
majorities that women’s franchise bills had received leading up to the 1884/85 Reform
Act, seemed to indicate that victory could not be far away. When that turned out not to
be the case, the narrative and methods of suffragists shifted even further towards civil
disobedience.

Physical Force and the Reframing of Female Exclusion
Despite the growing use of women’s help in election canvassing and their success
as voters at the municipal level, opponents remained convinced that there was no place
for women in the parliamentary electorate. With the near miss of the women’s bills
20
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leading up to the 1884 Act and the majority divisions in favor of women’s suffrage in the
years following, opponents had to develop a revised trope of exclusion more firmly based
around expectations of gender performance.22 As a result, debates about further franchise
extension after 1884 became overwhelmingly dependent on the physical force argument.
The mention of education and property, especially in the rhetoric of opponents to
women’s suffrage, almost disappeared from this point on. The Education Act of 1870
and the changes made in laws relating to property ownership left those qualifications far
more attainable for women. Thus, rather than claiming possession of property or
education as the best indicators of fitness for the vote, MPs turned to characteristics that
they believed were more firmly rooted in the “unchanging” skills of nature. In Nicolleta
Gullace’s examination of the renegotiation of citizenship in the twentieth century she
states that “the most fundamental argument for denying the vote remained one of
‘physical force’.”23 Women’s inability to contribute to the physical protection of the
nation encouraged their rigid exclusion from the electorate.
Prior to the passage of the 1884 Act, when opponents heralded education and
property as primary qualifications for the vote, they also alluded, on occasion, to the fact
that women did not participate in the British armed forces and should thus be excluded
from the vote. They argued that all voters should be willing and able to provide the
physical force necessary to carry out the laws handed down by the law-making body they
elected, as well as to protect the nation from outside threats. In an 1873 debate over
extending the franchise to women, Henry Bruce, member for Renfrewshire and
Gladstone’s home secretary, posited that “all our history has been made by men and not
22
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by women; and our great empire, as it has been made, so it must be preserved in external
safety and internal quiet by the action of men. Women are altogether exempt from police
and military duties.”24 That exemption, he insisted, left them disqualified to vote for
representatives who served in the primary governing body of the state. Comments like
his were the early echoes of what would develop into the “physical force” argument used
extensively by opponents in the early twentieth century.
During the first decade of the twentieth century, references to the “physical force”
argument increased significantly. Growing competition between imperial and industrial
powers across the globe threatened British dominance during that era. These rivalries
and their resulting tensions reinforced the growing British anxiety over the nation’s
supremacy. It was this broader narrative of empire that helped catapult the physical force
argument to the forefront of the suffrage debate. The South African war in particular
illuminated the need for strong men who could be sent out into the far reaches of empire
to maintain political order and economic control. The British debacle against the Boers
revealed that war on the cheap, using imperial subjects, was no longer sufficient. Anna
Davin has argued that wars in places like India, Africa, and China required British
“officers and officials,” but the majority of the ranks were filled with colonial men.
However, the coming of the Boer War marked a new need for white troops from the
Metropole. As more troops were needed over the course of the lengthy and bloody
conflict, Britain experienced a new domestic concern for the number of fit troops
available in the working-class ranks at home.25 Adams and Poirier have argued that
nothing “troubled the informed Englishman more than the shocking reality of the South
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African War.”26 While the common Englishman might not understand the complicated
figures of imports and exports, they could tell when Britain suffered embarrassing
military losses. The vast number of British males who fell short of the physical standards
for military service sent public officials into a state of panic. As Davin argues, “a poor
military performance in the Boer War had dramatized fears of national inadequacy and
exposed the poor health of the working class in Britain.”27 The jarring state of unrest
among the British working classes and the violence from Irish nationalists exacerbated
the concerns over competition between Britain and other imperial powers like Germany,
the United States, and Japan.28 The rising political and economic tensions related to
imperial growth, along with the disappointing military showing during the South African
war, encouraged a new governmental focus on cultivating healthy troops and prioritizing
physical force as a duty of the citizen.
The new emphasis on physical force at the turn of the century also provided
opponents of women’s suffrage with a means of fortifying their exclusion of female
voters in 1884. Opponents emphasized that women could not and should not vote
because they offered no muscle to support the laws of the legislature. Although overt
statements about women’s underlying physical differences were far less common, the
physical force argument was a way of identifying a less obvious biological difference.
Common arguments from the 1870s and 80s about the way women’s mental and physical
capacities were influenced by their sex were echoed in Commons debates. The emphasis
on physical force also coincided easily with the emphasis on manual labor that had
26
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allowed for the inclusion of agricultural laborers in the 1880s. Henry Maudsley, in Sex in
Mind and in Education, argued that women were “marked by nature for very different
offices in life from those of men.”29 This argument was made all the more potent by the
significance placed on military power within the empire at the time. By 1905, this
message had become the opposition’s familiar refrain. Henry Labouchere, Radical MP
for Northampton, described opponents’ views on the connection between physical force
and the vote as they related to proper gender roles. He argued that “there were many
physical tasks performed by men for which women were not fitted.” More specifically,
“they could not serve as soldiers.” 30 During this particular debate in the House of
Commons, other members quickly interrupted his speech, shouting that he, too, was not a
soldier. To this challenge he agreed, but also argued that “in every country in the last
resort it was the business of every citizen of the country to go to its defence, and therefore
he constituted one of the Reserves."31 Here Labouchere presented one of the main tenets
of the opposition’s reliance on physical force. It was not so much what a man did, but
rather what “nature” had made him capable of that allowed him to vote.
The notion that women were left without the vote because men voted in their
stead, for their own protection, had been common since female suffrage was first
addressed in Parliament in the late 1860s. But as Parliament continued to flesh out the
physical force argument, the idea that men were to protect women became more
prominent. Debates in the 1860s, 70s, and 80s had projected a version of this notion, for
at that time questions still remained about women’s mental fortitude and rationality.
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Common social expectations fueled the assumption that women needed their fathers,
brothers, husbands, and sons to make their decisions for them. The debates after 1884,
however, showed further development in this argument. It was no longer a matter of
women lacking the education to make those decisions, nor was it so much that their
female brains prevented them from making political and economic judgments for
themselves. Instead, the argument had become that women also lacked the physical
capacities to defend the laws of the state and were in need of literal safeguard. As
opponents of women’s suffrage continued to expound on the physical force line of
thought, the language moved beyond merely a social protection to a literal protection of
women and the state.
Herbert Robertson, MP for Hackney, agreed with Labouchere that “when men
exercised their Parliamentary franchise they were creating the great body with whom
ultimately must rest not only the making, but the enforcement of the laws."32 Men earned
the right to have a say in that legislative body because they were willing to take up arms
to enforce and protect its rulings. Robertson went further in establishing connections to
traditional gender expectations and ideas of paternal protection by comparing women to
children and other groups that were left out of the parliamentary franchise because of
their natural subordination. Robertson insisted that it was no surprise that women did not
possess the parliamentary franchise, since there were other classes of people who were
equally protected by proxy. Although the term ‘virtual representation’ had fallen out of
vogue by this era, Robertson’s meaning was clear. In addition to women, groups like
children, adolescents and teenagers under the age of twenty-one were all represented by
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men even when “in many instances they were quite as capable of considering matters and
rating as some who had reached the qualifying age.”33 These exclusions were perfectly
acceptable, Robertson insisted, because all those groups “were represented by the fathers
of the people,” as had been “the state of matters all through history."34 It is important to
note that Robertson’s example still held, at least, the implications of the earlier
assumptions about female intellect. To compare women with children and adolescents
was once again to label them as mentally subordinate to men. Also, Robertson’s logic
ignored the fact that adolescent males would, one day, at least have the chance to obtain
enfranchisement, unlike women who were forever stuck in a disenfranchised class. But
his use of language relating citizenship to power and force was unmistakable. Like
Labouchere, he insisted that "it was important to observe that no law had any force
unless, in case of necessity, it could be enforced by physical power."35 By emphasizing
the importance of physical force as a qualifier for the franchise, opponents constructed a
more tangible restriction to female participation. Opponents were also able to toy with
the fears of constituents by implying a threat or loss of manly power if women were
enfranchised, since the muscle behind the law would be lost.
The physical force argument emerged as a new, more visible way of articulating
the myth of female voters feminizing the nation. With the development of an argument
based on the power of the individual gendered body, opponents continued to posit that
women and men had been equipped with different natural abilities and skills. Some
pointed to the divine for this division, others pointed to nature; regardless of the source,
opponents insisted that these skills were non-negotiable and had distinct, proper spheres
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of use. Labouchere claimed that “as a result of the processes in the laboratory of nature
the sexes differed intellectually and physically.”36 Similarly, Sir Frederick Banbury,
Conservative MP for the Peckham division of Camberwell, insisted that "there were
certain duties which attached to men but which women could not fulfill. Where physical
qualities came in, women were not fitted by nature.”37 Diatribes on the necessity of
physical force indicated an ever-present fear of female control of the political system
similar to that which was used prior to the 1884 Act. Robertson worried that, if
enfranchised, women would make up the majority of voters and then run the country
themselves.38 The number of female voters also concerned Banbury. He worried that the
result of enfranchising women “would be that the command of the physical forces of the
country would remain in the hands of the women."39 Despite their insistence that women
did not possess the physical or natural attributes to protect the nation, men of the
opposition still feared a female take-over of the powers of government. The commonly
trumpeted belief continued into the twentieth century that women would operate as their
own unified class, rather than splitting along party lines as men had every time the
franchise had been extended up to that point.
As important as it was for the opposition’s cause to establish a voter’s ability to
provide physical support to the nation as the new primary qualification for the franchise,
it was equally imperative that opponents prove women’s inability to ever meet such a
qualification while still adhering to respectable female expectations. Much like the
debates over female suffrage in the 1870s and 1880s, oppositional rhetoric was arranged
36
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in such a way as to establish a sort of paradox to block women from finding a means of
demonstrating their worthiness for the vote. On one hand, they insisted that a voter
possess the manly ability to carry arms and fight when necessary. Yet, on the other hand,
they continued to paint women who tried to assume such roles as irrational females who
would damage the political system. As the first decade of the 1900s continued, and some
suffrage groups grew more radical in method, opponents sought to characterize militant
suffragettes as dangerous additions to the electorate. When property, education, and
respectability had been the primary measurements for voter fitness, certain classes of
women proved themselves able to meet such criteria. To avoid the same problem in the
twentieth century, opponents not only had to establish a new and challenging measure of
fitness, but also to construct a narrative “proving” that women could not rightfully fulfill
this criterion and still qualify as ideal women.
The image opponents continued to construct to pair with their physical force
argument was that of female irrationality and hysteria. The private papers of Herbert
Asquith indicated that in 1909 the government had received a tip that an attempt was to
be made on the Prime Minister’s life. In notes written to the Cabinet, Herbert Gladstone
urged that they not only needed to keep the reports of the rumor quiet, but also had to
allow women picketers to remain outside the House of Commons. If the women
picketers were forcibly removed, he deduced, the reason for their removal would then
have to be made known to the press. Gladstone and others feared that “the prominence
which would be given to this in the Press would probably act on the minds of these halfinsane women, and might suggest effectively the commission of the very act which we
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wish to prevent.”40 Gladstone wished not to plant such ideas in the heads of women he
believed to be so volatile. In his comments on the actions they should take, Gladstone
also stated that “the removal of the pickets would be looked on by them as an act of
violence and injustice, and would make them furious and more ready to commit such a
crime.”41 Instead, the Cabinet opted to “redouble the police” presence until the end of the
session. The tone of caution in Gladstone’s comments struck a remarkable contrast
between the calls for citizens to be able to use physical force and the fear that politicians
held for the unpredictable nature of women who had adopted the most militant of tactics.
The irrational and hysterical behavior that opponents often associated with female
suffragists, especially militant ones, was not welcome in parliamentary politics, even if
the ability to fight for the nation was one of their primary concerns during this era of
debate.
Much like the 1870s and 1880s, opponents of female enfranchisement also drew
attention to the particularly feminine power women held over men by means of
manipulation. Their dangerous charms presented the potential for contaminating a voting
system that had been, theoretically at least, based on masculine sensibility and logic. Sir
Joseph Compton-Rickett, Liberal MP for Osgoldcross, urged the House to consider the
damage that would be done by admitting women to the parliamentary franchise, and thus
to the House of Commons itself. For if women were to be given the franchise, he argued,
they would vote each other into the House. From there, they would use their “charm of
manner and beauty” and would, therefore, “be chosen by political associations because
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they are young and attractive.”42 The skills rooted in the feminine gender, ComptonRickett insisted, would bring “a new influence” into the House of Commons, “and may
deflect its judgement.”43 Opponents continued to posit the suspicious and manipulative
nature they believed politically-motivated women displayed along with their promotion
of the physical force argument as a means of juxtaposing the difference between men and
women. The political skills of men, opponents insisted, were based on their straightforward, honorable ability to tote a gun to protect the law. Women’s skills, however,
were of a much more subversive nature and were not beneficial to national politics.
As opponents continued to emphasize the use of physical force as the primary
measurement for voter qualification, the suffrage debates became more reliant on the
language of sex and gender than in any earlier era of debate. Susan Kingsley Kent has
argued that the gender identity of women continued to play a significant role in the
political negotiations over the suffrage in that “the domestic ideology proclaimed in this
period associated women not only with the household but also with biological
characteristics that objectified them as ‘the Sex’.”44 This objectification was particularly
evident with the emergence of the physical force debate, which hinged on an acceptance
of biological difference between men and women. Where many opponents avoided
pointing specifically to sex as what kept women out of the franchise in the 1880s, they
were much more open about sex as the main disqualifier during this era of debate.
Asquith was particularly vocal about the importance that sex should play in assessing a
potential voter’s worthiness for the franchise. He claimed that history and experience
42
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showed “that the natural distinction of sex, which admittedly differentiates the functions
of men and women in many departments of human activity, ought to continue to be
recognized” in parliamentary politics.45 While a few women might have possessed the
ability to sit in Parliament, the entire female sex was less skilled than the entire sex of
men, which led him to urge the use of “sex differentiation” in voting down measures that
would give votes to women.46 Harold Baker insisted that the vote was
a badge, not of superiority, but of difference, a difference of the masculine
character and coercive power, a difference which is ill adapted to many of the
delicate situations in which we find ourselves in this life, but a difference which is
adapted for the governance of alien races and for the safeguarding of our
Empire.47
By tying the vote to the protection of the state and its larger Empire, Baker and other
opponents of female suffrage forced women to aspire to a masculine image of defense
while also insisting that they maintain an image of femininity that made it nearly
impossible to fulfill that role. Of course, those paradoxical qualifications inspired
rebuttals.

Feminine Physical Force: The Proponents’ Case
Before the arrival of the Great War, proponents of women’s suffrage sought to
undermine the hinging of parliamentary suffrage on the ability to bear arms. Those in
favor of enfranchising women argued that the primary purpose of elections was to
provide an enlightened, polite alternative to violence and war. Votes were the civilized
weapons of decision-making, and civilians were the infantry of the civilized political
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system. Thus, proponents argued, the ability of women to fight was irrelevant to their
ability to vote. Historian Laura E. Nym Mayhall has argued that the only argument
against women left standing by 1912 was the physical force argument, and for militant
suffragettes in particular, “rejection of physical force was at root an argument about the
necessity of locating the state’s legitimate authority in the consent of its citizens, not in
the state’s use of force.”48 However, in order to combat opponents’ persistent use of the
physical force argument, those who supported women’s suffrage also had to find ways in
which women could meet that qualification. These two, often conflicting messages – that
physical force did not matter, but that women could and did contribute to the state’s
protection - constituted the main arguments of the emerging suffragist narrative in the
early twentieth century.
Proponents of women’s suffrage sought to debunk the importance of physical
force as a qualifier for the franchise by highlighting the archaic nature of that argument.
This message was of particular relevance as women’s economic lives were changing even
while they lacked the legal right to vote on the representatives who decided the
regulations surrounding their employment. As more and more British women took on
industrial, wage-earning roles, the vote seemed the best way for women to prevent their
own oppression. Thus theologian Henry Scott Holland insisted that
the vote is the act of the civilian; it speaks of citizenship, of common obligations,
of mutual relationships, of industrial responsibilities, of the world of work, of
communal activities of social amelioration, of national growth and health and
welfare. This is the normal and natural environment for the vote. And it is here
that the claim of the woman becomes more decisive every day. For every day we
are laying on her back more and more of the burden of national labour.49
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Using a language that pitted civilization against force, Scott Holland insisted that those
who could not fight were precisely the ones who needed the vote to begin with. The
“weak man” who was perpetually “knocked down” needed and deserved the vote far
more than the man capable of voicing his opinion through force. The vote, he said,
provided protection so that “you and your knocker-down should be on something like
equal terms. We want votes for all those, especially, whom the standards of war are apt
to leave out of account.”50 Proponents pointed to how voting and democracy had come
about not as a validation of barbarian social behavior but, rather, as a movement away
from it and toward civilization. Thus, they argued, women needed the vote for the very
reason that opponents were trying to deny it to them.
Suffragists criticized opponents’ reliance on physical force by highlighting the
antiquated sentiments of strength and physical power used in their arguments. On some
occasions, analogies of power and intimidation were mocked as a means of
demonstrating the backward nature of hinging the vote upon the possession of the means
of physical force. Scott Holland, for instance, equated the anti-suffragist connection
between the vote and the ability to fight with carrying a shillelagh.51 He satirically
suggested that society had been naively misled to believe that the vote had become a
means of avoiding physical violence or the “necessity for this shillelagh business.”
However, the new emphasis on physical force had shown that “as we humbly inscribed
our vote in the respectable secrecy of the ballot-box, that our claim to do so implied we
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carried a shillelagh behind our back.”52 The image of the shillelagh would have
immediately conjured up the image of Irish nationalist violence in the minds of his
listeners. By invoking an image of such brutish nature, Scott Holland flipped some of the
previous rhetorical arguments over franchise extension and force on their heads. He
reminded those against the expansion of the franchise of the years in which they had
claimed that the respectability of the electorate was the very feature that kept brutish
working-class men out. Yet now the renewed enthusiasm with which anti-suffragists
were espousing the physical force argument only highlighted their propensity to shift
these qualifications to fit their own agenda.
Many pro-women’s suffrage pamphlets published in the first decade of the
twentieth century sought to illuminate the absurdity of the physical force argument.
Bertrand Russell, in his Anti-Suffragist Anxieties, argued that to base the vote on the
potential for physical power was to go against civilization and modern law. The
philosopher and political campaigner posited that “we no longer permit a man to steal a
woman’s property by means of his superior physical strength, but we still allow him to
steal her means of livelihood by excluding her from professions and trades.”53 Such
comments were common, as proponents of women’s suffrage hoped to illuminate the
double standards of the physical force argument. They noted that women were excluded
from the franchise because they did not carry out the policing functions of the nation but
that most men with the vote did not either – especially the men in the House of
Commons. Proponents of women’s suffrage were quick to poke fun at any MP citing the
need for voters to prove their qualification through serving as soldiers, for few were
52
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military men themselves. Such altercations presented intriguing instances of a kind of
unsuccessful gender shaming. Male MPs who opposed female suffrage because they did
not serve and protect the nation were heckled by proponents for failing to do the same.
Some women, especially the most outspoken, radical suffragettes, could very well have
been imagined to be willing to participate in physical force on behalf of the nation if such
a practice were allowed. Suffragists’ attempt to challenge that argument faltered when
MPs compared the general expectations of both sexes as a whole. As historian Constance
Rover explained, "the 'physical force' argument scarcely justified the exclusion of all
women, although it could be held that, in practice, it was too difficult to make distinctions
and that the vote was simply given to the stronger sex."54
MPs opposed to women’s suffrage were also able to dodge criticisms of their own
lack of military service by then accusing their foes of suggesting that women should be
placed in positions of military service. Whether that was truly their message or not, such
a notion certainly went uncomfortably against the grain of contemporary expectations for
women. Thus opponents distracted constituents from confronting the inconvenient truth
that most of the men who did serve as soldiers were without the vote as a result of the
residency requirements for the parliamentary franchise. In this instance, Labouchere
accused his critics of wishing to put rifles in the hands of women. He implied that
proponents were saying
the franchise should be given to women because they could fulfil the duties of
citizenship by turning out as soldiers after all the men had been destroyed. But
that was not women's business; they could not do it; it must be recognised as one
of their limitations. Neither could women act as policemen.55
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Women’s inability to perform these duties, he argued, was reason enough to deny them a
place in the parliamentary electorate. Labouchere insisted that Britain’s “social fabric” of
"order and liberty . . . rested ultimately upon force, and the fact that women could not
contribute to that force was a limitation of citizenship. The vote should be given only to
those who could maintain a Government by force if necessary."56 Because women
lacked that requirement of citizenship, they therefore should not have the right to
participate in the selection of their representatives.
It is worth stressing here the illogical and bizarre nature of the physical force
argument. While it fits with the reality of growing concerns in the broader empire, the
verbal lauding of the protectors of empire failed to match up with the reality of male
enfranchisement at the time. We must recall that universal male suffrage had yet to be
achieved, and members of the British army would have represented some of the men
furthest from the reaches of franchise qualification. As a result, the physical force
argument represents another instance where the political elite appeared to side with
lower-class males over the political claims of women. William E. Heitland argued in
1908 that “fighting men are the most universally disenfranchised of any class of male
citizens.”57 Most enlisted men were not enfranchised during their deployment due to
residency requirements for the vote. Furthermore, and perhaps more important, many
enlisted men were the poorest of the poor in British society and would not have met the
qualifications anyway. The army was a highly classed system that “tended to reinforce
traditional social hierarchies.”58 Aristocratic and middle-class officers hardly mingled
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with the despised lower ranks and “long standing prejudices of the British class system
ensured that enlisted men were treated almost like children.”59 Historian Matthew
Johnson has argued that prior to the introduction of conscription “the ranks of the British
army had been filled with the dregs of the working classes – men for whom military
enlistment was often the last alternative to poverty.”60 These men would have fallen far
below the reaches of any of the qualifying criteria for enfranchisement, and political
elites in no way indicated that they wished to enfranchise any of the lower-ranking
soldiers already providing the vital protection for Britain and its empire.
George Adam Smith, in his speech addressed to two Scottish suffrage
organizations, claimed that “we men (it cannot be too often repeated) do not enjoy our
right to vote because we can fight or go on duty as special constables. We do not get the
vote because we can carry a rifle or a policeman’s baton . . . We get the franchise because
we pay taxes.”61 In that same speech, Smith accused opponents of using the physical
force argument because they feared a feminization of the political system. Smith
maintained that within the minds of opponents there still lurked the sexist notion that the
enfranchisement of women would lead to “some great national crisis” in which “the
influence of a large feminine vote will make for weakness, timidity, irresolution.”62
Physical force, proponents insisted, was simply the revised argument of stating that same
old claim.
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Proponents of women’s suffrage felt it important to point out that opponents did
not use physical force as a litmus test of actual service to the nation, but rather as a
convenient rhetorical means of blocking female participation based on hypothetical
gender ability. As a result, they persistently attacked the fact that the physical force
argument was not applied to men. Smith, Scott Holland, and others were eager to point
out that the respectable men whom political elites had sought to enfranchise in previous
years were not required to serve the nation in that manner. The Secretary of State for
Foreign Affairs, Sir Edward Grey, summarized the physical force argument in his speech
to the House of Commons, stating that
the argument about women not being fit to have votes because they cannot use
force themselves and perform those functions in the State which require force is
really based on the assumption that unless a person or a class can fulfil all the
functions necessary to the welfare of the State they must have no vote.63
The problem with this argument, though, was that many enfranchised men did not
perform those functions. Grey pointed out the absurdity of the idea, suggesting that if
“we are going to apply that test . . . we begin by the disqualification of men.”64
Proponents held that if political elites insisted on this physical force concept to be the
new measuring stick of voting capacity, then it also needed to be applied to men.
Yet, even while denying the validity of physical force as an effective measure of
qualification for the vote, proponents of women’s enfranchisement sought to demonstrate
that women, too, had ways of achieving this measure of qualification. Women,
proponents insisted, possessed their own version of physical toughness and service.
While some proponents were lamenting the absurdity of the physical force argument,
others worked to redefine the way in which women protected the nation in their own way.
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Suffragists’ revised image of the female citizen included a number of attributes that were
meant to satisfy expectations of the gendered behavior of the feminine citizen while also
expanding the possible means of compliance with the physical force requirement.
Proponents relied on characterizations of motherhood and feminine strength to prove
women’s unique qualification through physical force, often using animal analogies to
make their point.
Motherhood was the most common image used to make such an argument.
Because of its versatile nature, proponents were able to use the image of motherhood as a
sort of Trojan horse that allowed an acceptable form of femininity to break through the
restrictive language of physical force surrounding the vote. Motherhood was of course
accepted as the primary role of women in the state. They provided the nurturing, caring,
and raising up future citizens. Motherhood was used to characterize even the political
relationship between Metropolitan England and her colonies. Yet motherhood, although
it was feminine in character, could also be portrayed as a fierce and dominant position.
Charles Drysdale, a founding member of the Men’s League for Women’s Suffrage,
argued that “women, as workers, wives, and mothers, perform services to the community
which entitle them to recognition.”65 Drysdale diminished the physical service men
provided to the country compared to what women gave, claiming that while “men may
occasionally be called upon to fight for the country, women have to fight the never
ceasing battle of maternity which provides its ‘physical force,’ a battle which wounds and
kills far greater numbers than the most sanguinary war.”66 Drysdale’s comments were
particularly interesting, in that he equated the duties of motherhood with a version of
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domestic battle. By presenting mothers as an alternative form of citizen-soldiers,
Drysdale and other proponents were able to at least complicate the restrictive paradox of
qualification established by opponents. Similarly, Edward Grey stated that the vote
should be given to women in recognition of service in other ways, particularly related to
their roles as mothers and homemakers. Grey claimed that “the character of the home,
the condition of the home, the standard of the home, the nurture and rearing of children,
is as essential a thing in the state as anything else,” and should be recognized with the
vote.67
Women’s maternal nature was also presented as an invalidation of one of the
main pillars of the physical force argument. At its root, the physical force argument was
founded on the idea that since women could not fight for their country and would “not
have to be shot at themselves . . . they must not vote on a policy which may lead to men
being shot at.”68 However, motherhood complicated this selfish portrayal of potential
female voters. Rather than assuming women were one self-serving class, unified against
men, proponents insisted that motherhood made that impossible. Grey argued that it was
ludicrous to believe that “if women had the vote, they are going to embark on a policy
which would lead recklessly to war.” The primary safeguard from that reality was the
“suffering and grief which is brought to the women in the homes, even more than the
suffering of men in the field” which war brought as a result of the destruction of their
sons and husbands.69 The intimate connections of women to men as mothers, wives,
sisters, and daughters would surely prevent such selfish political actions, making the
physical force argument rather ridiculous.
Grey, Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 5th ser., vol. 52 (6 May 1913), col. 1935.
Ibid.
69
Ibid.
67
68

223

The growing importance of motherhood in the maintenance of the empire in the
early twentieth century also provided a logical connection between women and the
physical force argument. Anna Davin’s influential article “Imperialism and Motherhood”
shows how Britain came to equate the safeguarding of empire with the quality of its
mothers. The growing belief that Britons needed to populate the empire, threats from
other “rival master-races,” and the perplexing lack of healthy working-class recruits for
the Boer War brought about a renewed concern with effective motherhood, especially in
regards to the working classes.70 The growing preoccupation with the physical
deterioration of the British working-class population led to a new concern for healthier
babies and thus an emphasis on the role of the imperial mother raising the men who
would become the soldiers of empire. Rather than identifying economic disparities and
poor conditions of the working class as a potential cause for the physical deterioration
visible during the recruitment of soldiers for the war in South Africa, women took the
brunt of the blame. While this led to increasing state intervention on the part of workingclass mothers, it also illuminated the ideological connection between mothers and empire.
Proponents’ use of motherhood as an example of female physical force was not so farfetched, because motherhood had already been so firmly linked to the maintenance of
empire.
Often motherhood itself was portrayed as a validation of physical strength and
service to the nation. Proponents argued that while violence and aggression might have
existed outside the socially acceptable expectations of female behavior, motherhood
served as the foundation of an acceptably feminine aggression. Raewyn Dalziel has
criticized other historians’ usage of motherhood as a means to reinsert women into the
70
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narrative of empire. She argues that a manipulation of motherhood in political rhetoric
“mask[ed] ways in which women, desiring to be partners in nation-building, were
exploited in the male imagining of the nation.”71 However, the use of motherhood as
proof of the existence of powerful women in response to the physical force argument
suggests that contemporary women of the metropole manipulated the identity of mother
for their own political gain. Proponents argued that the previous forty years of
unsuccessful women’s suffrage campaigns had brought about a maternal instinct of
protection for those perpetually excluded and oppressed by a system claiming to have
their best interests at heart. Emmeline Pethick Lawrence, resentful of the lengthy,
fruitless struggle and appalled at politicians’ dismissal of new militant methods, claimed
that “the root meaning of the woman’s movement to-day is the awakening of women to
the new consciousness of race and motherhood.”72 The suffragette path was dictated by
“conditions affecting the weak and the young and the helpless” which political elites,
Pethick Lawrence argued, were unwilling to remedy. Because “women [were] no longer
content to accept the world into which” their children were born, they had a right to
respond as angry, protective mothers. Lawrence compared these new, violent militant
methods to those of an angry mother sheep fiercely protecting her “lame lamb” from a
forceful, bullying sheep dog.73 She charged women, even those who were hesitant to
embrace militancy, to “remember that it is your young for whom this mother woman is
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fighting with such indomitable determination – yours and the Nation’s.” 74 This
characterizing of the suffragette woman as mother was an attempt to feminize female
militancy and carve out space for women within the qualification of physical force.
As with the debates prior to 1884, proponents continued to argue that femininity
and political ability were not mutually exclusive. The skills particular to women were
also listed as characteristics that made them of more service to the nation than they
received credit for in opponents’ physical force argument. Chrystal MacMillan, member
of the Scottish Federation of Women’s Suffrage Societies, claimed that “the woman in
her capacity as mother, nurse and teacher has a wider experience and a more intimate
knowledge of the needs of the children than have the great majority of men, and it is well
that through her vote the importance of this aspect of politics should become practically
effective.”75 As practical proof of her reasoning, MacMillan argued that this point was
proven in countries like New Zealand which, having already enfranchised women in
1893, was experiencing some of the lowest infant mortality rates.76 Women’s roles as
mothers, homemakers, and nurturers were heralded as unique qualifications of service
that legitimized their claim to the franchise.
Proponents often insisted that the nurturing, protective, hard-working tendencies
women possessed were far more valuable than the boisterous, boastful belligerence men
performed. For example, Frederick Peterson, an American neuroscientist, wrote a
pamphlet popular among British suffragettes in which he combatted the labeling of
women who desired the suffrage as neurotic, odd, and outside of the feminine norm. He
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argued that women deserved the vote not because they were the same as men but because
they were different. He compared the differences of men and women to the differences
between “the cock and the hen, the bull and the cow” in that the most “industrious and
useful members of a barnyard society” were the females of the species. He argued that
“males strut and fight and scratch or paw the ground, while the females do all the
work.”77 Peterson scolded opponents who chastised women suffragists:
it is an affront to the great body of able and dignified women who are supporting
this movement for the betterment of the whole race to stigmatize their efforts as
‘insane restlessness’ and to speak of them as ‘masculine women,’ ‘wild women’
and idle women . . . in search of sex adventure.78
Like Peterson, many proponents were disgusted by attempts to discredit the femininity
and respectability of women who desired the vote. Israel Zangwill, husband of WSPU
member Edith Ayrton Zangwill, similarly concluded that having “an opinion on politics
is not incompatible with the strictest domesticity,” and that there was “nothing essentially
womanly in being ignorant and careless of the affairs of one’s country.”79 Zangwill
argued that proponents “demand[ed] this vote for woman not because of her manly
capacities, but because of her womanly capacities,” positing that they were just as
valuable in political decision making.80 In promoting these moments of feminine
leadership and aggression, though, suffragists had to pay some lip service to proper
feminine identity. They had to strike a balance between lauding the aggressive imperial
mother and acceptable feminine behavior. Therefore, once again, their arguments sought
to outline ways femininity and political activity could coexist.
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To balance their descriptions of politically-minded women and mothers with the
social expectations of the female sex, proponents pointed to examples of politically active
women who were equally feminine and attractive. Lawrence described the surprise of
those seeing militant suffragists for the first time after having heard only opponents’
depictions of them as “Masculine creatures.” Instead “when people began to see the
leaders of these militant women, they found that many of them were exceptionally small
and fragile; that they were gentle and that they were sensitive, and essentially
feminine.”81 The physical presentation of the suffragist body was important in
maintaining some connection to proper gender identity. For if they appeared to be rough
or masculine then the fears of the “unsexed” woman from the 1870s were apt to derail
their campaign image. Proponents also blamed the degrading comments of the antisuffragists for the prevailing manly image of women who wanted the vote. W.E.
Heitland blamed the antis for constructing “a female figure who represents the sex, a
person whom no sane being would wish or even dare to enfranchise,” in that she was
“unwomanly, unbalanced in mind, unfit to be trusted with any responsibilities beyond the
domestic sphere.”82 Heitland argued that the opposite was true. Rather, it was woman’s
feminine balance that would alter the current shortcomings of government. Proponents
held that if women were included they would finally “bring that element of stability and
direction to the counsels of her countrymen.”83 In their assessment of the physical force
criterion as the main qualifier, proponents pointed to the need for some femininity in the
masculine realm of parliamentary politics.
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Sentiments like those of Drysdale and Lawrence that voiced women’s anger and
willingness to fight, in a literal sense, for the vote brought into relief the inconsistency in
opponents’ arguments. On one hand, most outspoken opponents of female suffrage
claimed that it was primarily women’s inability to provide physical force in service to
their nation that kept them outside the electorate. Yet, on the other hand, women drifting
toward militant actions as a means of demanding the suffrage were characterized as
masculine and unacceptable both politically and socially.
Advocates of women’s enfranchisement were caught in a troublesome ideological
dilemma, in that they wanted to prove the fighting will of women while also
demonstrating that to fight could be a valued feminine characteristic, not a hysterical one.
The tendency of supporters of female suffrage to use motherhood as a bridge between
femininity and ferocious emotion was a means of connecting a traditionally “manly”
feature to a “feminine” role. The growing frustration of women who had long awaited
political change brought with it many new strategies based on anger and frustration. To
feminize those actions, suffragists sought to rebrand their methods, suggesting that “the
instinct of motherhood had overwhelmed all other impulses; the sense of protective
responsibility had driven out the long imbued sense of fear,” which changed “a creature
of traditional timidity and gentleness into this fiercely defensive rebel.”84 The connection
to such an emotional and powerful aspect of women’s identities – the role of mother – led
naturally to an explanation for the use of militant tactics, at least on the part of some
suffragist groups.
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Forced to Use Force: Violence and the Suffragettes
The obstacles to female enfranchisement that emerged following the 1884/85
Reform Act left suffragists in need of a period of revision for their arguments.
Frustrations over procedural hang-ups in the Commons, denial of women’s access to
traditional constitutional mechanisms, and the moving target of voter qualification all
combined to force women’s suffrage groups to reconsider the ideological underpinnings
of their actions. In addition to countering the opposition’s use of the physical force
argument, proponents were also left to establish a new legitimacy for their movement and
an acceptable means of voicing their political concerns. It was this mix of goals that led
some factions within the suffragist movement to move toward militant methods. This is
not to say that militant suffragism was the only version of suffrage present during the
period between the 1884 and 1918 Reform Acts. It is, of course, well established in the
historiography of the topic that the suffrage movement by the 1900s had become quite a
nuanced undertaking.
The ideologies and methods of constitutional suffragists and militant suffragists
(and everyone in between) have been sorted and scrutinized; historians still do not agree
on how intermingled they were or how important that intermingling was.85 The different
types of ideologies behind suffragist actions have also been widely debated; and, of
course, different classes of women participated in different versions of suffrage societies.
In his rather critical look at militant suffragist methods, Martin Pugh has argued that
majority support for women’s suffrage had been obtained in the House of Commons,
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where it really mattered, by the late nineteenth century - “before militant tactics made
their appearance.”86 Arguing for a broader “democratic suffragist” terminology, Sandra
Stanley Holton has posited that the differing methods of the militant and constitutional
suffragists had both achieved very little and had “failed to produce any sympathetic
response from the Liberal government” by 1910.87 Sophia van Wingerden has
characterized militancy as the WSPU’s attempt to “uncover women’s ‘hidden
masculinity’ to prove women’s ability to enter the public sphere on the same and equal
terms with men.”88 The varying commentaries on militant suffragism help to reveal the
complexities of suffragist ideology, rationale, and vision prior to female enfranchisement.
This section is not meant to be yet another analysis of the well-documented, myriad
facets of the suffrage movement.89 Rather, this portion of the study will examine the
rhetorical interactions between government leaders and the narrative of women’s suffrage
as portrayed in the political debates. As a result, most of this analysis is centered on the
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words and actions of “militant” suffragists. It is not that militancy was any more
important in the quest for the female franchise than constitutional suffragism was. But
militants’ messages and actions seemed to resonate the loudest rhetorically – especially in
the debates in the House of Commons. Whether or not the majority of women clamoring
for the vote were militants was irrelevant – the rhetoric of political debate indicated that it
was, for the most part, the predominant image of a suffragist woman in the years prior to
World War I.
I wish to make a case here for the significance of the language and narrative of
militant tactics in the rhetorical tug-of-war that took place between suffragists and their
opponents in suffrage debates. Around the turn of the century, many of the publications
and speeches of suffragist leaders radiated frustrations. This is not to say that proponents
of the women’s cause had not been troubled by their lack of success before, but the
procedural roadblocks that followed the achievement of majority support in the House of
Commons sent suffragists into a new sort of rage. Perhaps most frustrating was that,
although they had tended to “play by the rules” of parliamentary participation set forth by
the political elites, their desires were still disregarded. As examined in Chapter Two,
women could not use many of the constitutionally legitimate functions of political
campaigning open to male populations. Thus women, at times, found themselves
politically voiceless. Historian Laura Nym Mayhall has argued that militant suffragists
had “come to believe that the legislative avenues available to them had been
exhausted.”90 These women, “tired of presenting their demands within the same
narrowly-defined constitutional framework,” used violence as a means of causing a scene
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that illuminated their constitutional exclusion.91 They were then able to continue to use
those methods to redefine citizenship as an “active practice” from which they could not
be excluded, regardless of contemporary voting laws.92 The frustration over the lack of
effectiveness of assemblies, petitions, and other traditional political mechanisms reached
a breaking point for militant suffragists in the first decade of the twentieth century. That
frustration, paired with a need to counter the physical force argument gaining steam with
the opposition, opened the door for violent tactics.
Such frustration was particularly evident in the way suffragettes and the MPs who
supported them implied that women had been forced by their exclusion to take extreme
measures. In light of their struggles, women’s adoption of militant tactics served as a
new device for political visibility in a realm where they had been excluded decades
before. The earliest forms of civil disobedience hardly qualified as militancy. In 1905, a
few women refused to allow their questions about the government’s intentions in regards
to women’s suffrage to be ignored in the famous Free Trade Hall meeting. After one
woman’s question about the government intention to sponsor a female enfranchisement
bill was ignored, numerous others shouted questions over the speaker until they were
thrown out of the meeting hall. By 1909 militants had taken up stone throwing, the same
year they began hunger strikes in prison.93 Sophia van Wingerden, in her comprehensive
study of the sixty-year journey of the suffrage movement in Britain, summarizes what
many have argued before her: that the militant methods of the WSPU were “born out of a
sense of frustration with the lack of progress made over the previous four decades of
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work for the vote.”94 The words of suffragettes and their supporters confirm that
frustration. Those women who adopted acts of violence and disruption as their means of
political communication argued that they were pushed to those tactics when political
elites made it apparent that none of the usual political devices were available or respected
when women tried to use them.
Besides the blatant procedural blocking of seemingly popular women’s
enfranchisement bills, there were other sources of frustration for those seeking female
parliamentary suffrage. First and foremost, there was no party willing to take up the
banner of women’s suffrage as they had patronized other reform acts before. Much of
this had to do with the larger political context of the day. Although William Ewart
Gladstone served three different terms as prime minister between 1880 and 1894, the
battles over Home Rule had left many disillusioned with the government’s failed attempts
to address domestic industrial and political reforms, and the Liberal party suffered for it.
The Liberal party did not manage to patch things up until 1905. Given the long period of
their disunity, along with the fear that most women voters under most recommended bills
would vote Tory, women’s suffrage was unable to gain much of a supporting faction
amongst Liberals in the 1900s. Conservatives had a hard time believing in the expected
increase in their constituents if women were enfranchised and, thus, were also unwilling
to champion the cause of women’s suffrage. Women in favor of the female
parliamentary franchise were discouraged by political changes in the empire, as well. In
1909, Parliament passed the Indian Councils Act, which established a means for greater
Indian participation in local elections by organizing Indian nationals into local voting
schemes. While this act was a far cry from fully addressing the requests of the Indian
94
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National Congress, it suggested that even men who were racially different were receiving
more eager consideration for the vote than British women at that time.
Proponents often pointed to the newly enfranchised women of the Australasian
colonies as validation of women’s claim to the vote. The first nation in the world to pass
women’s suffrage, New Zealand, entered the twentieth century as an example of study
for other countries debating women’s right to the vote.95 Australia followed closely
behind, as the first country to pass such measures after the turn of the twentieth century in
1902.96 In political tracts supporting women’s suffrage, Chrystal MacMillan argued that
the issue of women’s suffrage was no longer a “purely academic question,” but that
Britain now had the advantage of concrete examples to examine.97 New Zealand was
thus referred to as the “experimental laboratory” for a number of social issues,
particularly “advances in gender equality.”98 The enfranchisement of women in New
Zealand appeared to have had a stimulating effect not just on the number of women
voting, but on the number of men voting as well. In the 1911 election, eighty-four per
cent of male electors and eighty-two per cent of female electors voted. This marked an
increase from the sixty-six per cent of male electors that had cast their vote in 1893, the
last election held before women got the vote.99 Proponents proclaimed such figures from
the empire as evidence that far more women wanted the vote than openly spoke out for it.
Dalziel has argued that the enfranchisement of women “was adopted as a symbol of the
advanced state of the nation and as a foundational event in the construction of a national
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identity.”100 While enfranchised women in Australasian colonies found their power
“strictly bounded” by their exclusion from the Assembly, the colonial example still
remained a possible form of proof that women voters would improve a nation rather than
destroy it.
Opponents were quick to point out, though, that these colonies could not compare
to the strength and masculine nature of the imperial metropole. Lord Curzon insisted that
“no precedent exist[ed] for giving women, as a class, an active share in the government
of a great country of empire.”101 Opponents sought to infantilize smaller, self-governing
colonies who gave women the vote, while framing Britain proper as the more significant
mother country. Oddly enough, that very rhetorical strategy used the motherhood
metaphor in the same way that proponents used it in their case for women’s votes. It is
ironic that Mother England needed a strong, male-elected government to guide its
colonies who, according to Antis, could operate just fine with political systems feminized
by female suffrage.
The last straw for those suffragists willing to adopt militant methods came in the
frustrating thwarting of a bill by Herbert Asquith in 1912. Historian Susan Kingsley
Kent has argued that “after the election of 1910 . . . it appeared that a woman’s suffrage
bill might pass.” However, Asquith and Lloyd George killed it despite a majority in
favor in the House of Commons.102 With the political jockeying and obvious disregard
for the seemingly popular support for the women’s bill, it is not surprising that some
suffragists decided to adopt more startling measures.
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The lack of respect suffragists received when voicing political desires resulted in
a gradual increase in militant behavior, particularly after 1908.103 The level of violence
characterizing suffragettes’ militant responses grew in intensity as the clash went on.
Suffragette militancy progressed from disrupting meetings, films at the cinema, and other
public gatherings with loud calls for votes for women, to shattering government building
windows and large outdoor marches and demonstrations. Suffragettes moved from
damaging state property to attacks on MPs under police protection.104
Perhaps the most famous and startling events were the brutal encounters between
women and law enforcement officials on 18 November 1910, later dubbed Black Friday,
and Emily Wilding Davison’s fatal decision to throw herself in front of the King’s horse
during the running of the Epsom Derby in 1913. These shocking images all added to the
general state of alarm over the “sex war” that Britain was experiencing in the early years
of the twentieth century. Although Davison has been labeled by historians as a rogue
suffragist or, as Martin Pugh claimed, “perhaps the greatest freelance suffragette,” all
these actions formed a negative public perception of suffragette-inspired chaos. The
commencement of hunger strikes and the brutality of forcible feedings brought with them
the disturbing Cat and Mouse drama of releasing suffragette leaders only to see them go
straight to the steps of Westminster to resume their work yet again.105 The frustration
evident in the growing use of militancy was also present in suffragettes’ rhetorical
rationale for their actions.
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The narrative that developed around the event that became known as Black Friday
in 1910 served as a cornerstone of the support for the growing use of more militant
tactics. In later their accounts, female participants in the march argued that the over 300
participants were well-meaning, peaceful victims of an angry and bitter male opposition.
Kingsley Kent has described the event as “an unprecedented display of brutality.”106
Suffragists’ written accounts of this event were many. Kent has stated that both
"militants and nonmilitants alike expressed appreciation that the 'brute' sexuality in men
had finally been exposed."107 But the event would bring no indictment of the violent
male police or the politicians who instructed them. Instead, the rough treatment of the
female demonstrators was overlooked and only proved that women’s voices would not be
heard easily. The “uniformed and plain-clothed police, whose order was to prevent the
women from reaching the Houses of Parliament," purportedly kicked, hit, beat, dragged,
pinched and squeezed female march participants.108 These actions set a precedent of
behavior toward the demonstrating suffragists that would temper the interaction between
law enforcement and militants for the next half decade.
The written rationales of many proponents of female suffrage also implied that the
force used by their political oppressors forced them to adopt shocking methods of their
own. Suffragists pointed to the violent and brutish actions of their foes as another reason
for their increasingly disruptive methods. As suffragists became louder and more visible,
those opposed to female suffrage helped to paint these women as freakish and beyond the
acceptable boundaries of the proper social constraints of their gender. The result was a
violent shift in the way police and even civilian onlookers responded to demonstrating
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suffragists, particularly militant suffragettes. Even before the methods of the WSPU
became most intense, men responded in violent ways to women who refused to accept a
proper role. Susan Kingsley Kent has argued that "men often responded to nonviolent
militant tactics with fury,” citing the notable brutality of the events of Black Friday as
evidence of this claim.109 The combination of women lacking the proper peaceable
channels for political involvement, paired with the brutish responses they received when
they sought other avenues, only furthered their willingness to push past the restraints of
respectable female behavior in their political protest. Both militant suffragettes and
constitutional suffragists spoke of their renewed quest in a way that suggested they had
no choice but to adopt these more drastic and dramatic means.
In an open letter to Winston Churchill, WSPU member Georgiana Solomon, a
participant in the Black Friday march, characterized the behavior of “the relentless engine
of physical force – the Metropolitan Police – an instrument under the control of the
Government, presumably in your Department,” as brutal and far beyond the display of
force put on by the peacefully marching women.110 The actions of the police, as she
described them, were abusive, degrading and painful. She insisted that she was grabbed
“in an iron grasp” and “shoved into a mob.”111 Solomon insisted that she was innocent
of insulting or assaulting policemen and saw none of the other women near her do
anything provoking. Yet policemen insulted, kicked, and tripped female participants,
while bombarding them “with many an impertinent and foul insult” as they proceeded
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peacefully.112 The image Solomon offers of the brutality female suffrage demonstrators
experienced suggested that anti-suffragist MPs, law enforcement officials, and society in
general had accepted an image of suffragettes as “other,” and treated them as such.
Solomon claimed the women marchers of Black Friday “were knocked about, tripped up,
their arms and fingers twisted, their bodies doubled under, and then forcibly thrown, if
indeed they did not drop stunned, on the ground.”113 When considered in the context of
the debates that excluded females from the vote, these descriptions of violence are
particularly telling in terms of the complexity of the negotiation of gender identity and
political power. For decades, the language used in debates demonstrated that the
exclusion of women from the electorate was often based on a fear of exposing the female
sex to the insensitive, violent, and masculine realm of the polls. Yet, in the first decade
of the twentieth century, women’s demonstrations were often met with violence and
resistance far greater than any disturbance at a polling booth. The willingness of male
authorities and onlookers to subject women to such treatment suggests that oppositional
rhetoric had succeeded in othering the female suffragist and painting her as unworthy of
respect.
Proponents of women’s suffrage time and again described the violence which
women were subjected to as a result of their political participation. Prothero insisted that
the first instances of disruptive behavior on the part of the suffragettes hardly warranted
the rough treatment they received. He suggested that the appalling treatment of women
during the Free Trade Hall incident in 1905 warranted such militant behavior. When
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women rose to ask whether the Liberal government planned to seek the passage of
women’s suffrage and received no answer,
they rose again and asked for an answer to their question, [and] the male electors,
who were in the room, became furious. They hustled them, tore their clothes, and
hurled them out of the hall. And the women never got an answer. Would you
become militant? What else can you do?114
Prothero’s commentary suggests some interesting possible conclusions about the initial
sparks of suffragette disobedience. For much of the frustration over the lack of progress
of women’s suffrage bills hinged on the ways new parliamentary procedures had allowed
governments to derail majority-supported bills. If suffragists knew that a government
unwilling to back the issue meant that no progress could be made, such questions to the
government seemed valid. The ignoring, and eventual violent silencing of the
questioners in the Free Trade Hall that day served to validate what most suffragists
already knew: that the government was not willing to listen to women. Their only
remaining option was to give the present government no rest until it took up their cause.
Spokespeople for the suffragist cause used anti-suffragists’ words to support their
use of militancy and disruption. Sylvia Pankhurst, in her Why We are Militant speech,
quoted Lloyd George to rationalize the use of militant methods by the WSPU. Lloyd
George had previously claimed that eventually “there comes a time in the life of human
beings suffering from intolerable grievances when the only way to maintain their selfrespect is to revolt against that injustice.”115 Lloyd George’s observations represented
how faithful proponents’ excused the rise of militancy. Reformers insisted that the
exclusion of women from the parliamentary franchise was a deep injustice and warranted
114
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such behavior. Pankhurst, in that same speech, claimed that it took something quite near
a revolution to achieve the reforms of the 1832 Act. Many women who were growing
frustrated by the continued lack of attention they were receiving in the quest for the
parliamentary franchise had grown to believe that they too needed to create a sort of
revolution. Thomas Haslam gave a speech to the Irish Women’s Suffrage and Local
Government Association suggesting that women needed to be more vigorous in
demonstrating their desire for the vote. Citing Herbert Asquith’s promise, Haslam
claimed that women would already have the vote “if only a larger portion of our women
had really desired it.”116 Haslam urged women to force Asquith to make good on his
promise. Women wanting the vote needed to demonstrate “their zeal and earnestness in
support of whatever enfranchising scheme they may decide to promote.”117 It was,
therefore, up to suffragist women to demonstrate the fervor with which they desired the
vote. With both proponents and opponents using language encouraging zeal, revolution,
and might, it is not surprising that women turned to such tactics.
Christabel Pankhurst’s explanation for the WSPU’s adoption of militant methods
also suggested that women had been forced into a sort of battle as a result of opponents’
expectations and demands. She used a great deal of military imagery in her various
statements about their methods and motivations. Thus she described each member of
Asquith’s government who refused to grant women the right to vote as
a soldier serving in a hostile army, and, just as Tommy Atkins cannot plead with
the enemy not to shoot him because he does not believe in the war that he is
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waging, so the Liberal Member of Parliament and the Liberal candidate must
realize that where we can strike at him, we shall strike at him.118
Women were able to envision themselves as soldiers for a righteous cause of equality
which coincided, to some degree, with the physical force argument that opponents
presented. In that same speech, Pankhurst argued that the time for words had passed,
since they only fell on “people whose ear is deaf to our pleading.”119 Instead, women had
to shore themselves up “to meet oppression by making constant resistance to it.”120
Drawing from previous male movements for expanding the franchise, Pankhurst claimed
that fighting with “more skill and more vigour and more enthusiasm” was required to
obtain the vote. Only the techniques of the suffragettes, she argued, were far tamer. In
earlier movements, men “went for storming the platform, and sending Cabinet Ministers
flying in danger of their lives. We have a little more mercy for the enemy, but we adopt
the same tactics in a modified form.”121 A vocabulary evoking images of wartime and
battle tempered the rationale behind suffragettes’ militant tactics.
From the onset of the women’s suffrage movement, political elites were quick to
dismiss and ignore petitions and political demonstrations supporting the cause. Yet, at
the same time, MPs often argued that not enough women wanted the vote. The WSPU’s
adoption of disruptive activities was a way to make unmistakable the fervor with which
women desired the vote, or what Mayhall has described as “their mass mobilization of
extraparliamentary pressure” as a “claim to inclusion in the constitution.”122 Pankhurst
explained their “disrupting of cabinet meetings” as a way to “draw attention to our
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grievance and to educate the public.”123 Militant methods would insure that the
suggestions that women were not passionate enough about the vote would no longer be
an issue. While petitions to Parliament could be minimized and public opinion could be
misconstrued, the disruptive acts of the militant suffragettes would make clear that
women wanted the vote, and wanted it badly enough to disregard the “risks, hardships,
[and] penalties” that such actions might bring.124 Pankhurst vowed that regardless of the
opposition they faced, they would win the battle.
By the twentieth century, some proponents argued that violence was the only
language a male political system understood. The placement of physical force on the
pedestal of qualification served to validate that claim to some extent. Militant suffragists
operated under the notion that if the vote was a glorification of the use of force, then
force and violence should be a legitimate way of laying claim to the franchise. Many
within the broader suffragist movement, not just the militant WSPU, used language
expressing a sense that their new twentieth-century methods were a means of conforming
to this masculine system that excluded the civilized actions of women. Many proponents
lamented the forceful, degrading encounters with law enforcement that often resulted
from demonstrations and marches, but felt that their hand had been forced by the
stubbornness of political elites. Bertrand Russell, speaking at the Men’s League for
Women’s Suffrage, insisted that those in favor of votes for women had no choice but to
take on these new methods. He stated that
none of us likes to be hailed by the police man and locked in prison and lectured
by a complacent magistrate, who thinks he understands what we are about. But so
illogical and so uninfluenced by anything except violence and rowdyism is the
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English political mind, that until you adopt these rowdy tactics you remain a mere
jest, a mere pious wish.125
It was this willingness to assume the image of “unsexed” and “disgraceful” women
brought on by the agitation of their more disruptive actions that encouraged a more
realistic consideration of the issue of women’s suffrage. Russell claimed that prior to the
use of violence, “Women’s Suffrage was an academic question.” But the employment of
new militant tactics had made it “a live and practical question.”126 Historian Laura
Mayhall provides a broader political perspective on what Russell was getting at by
positing that militant suffragettes used their new methods as a means of “direct selfrepresentation, unmediated by political parties, thereby reclaiming the populist heritage
of two centuries and invoking a long tradition of popular mobilization against elites."127
The use of militant tactics to force a realistic consideration of the enfranchisement of
women was one means of suggesting that traditionally “unfeminine” behavior was
acceptable in this instance of political exclusion.
Advocates of women’s suffrage repeatedly claimed that if suffragettes were
behaving in a manner unbecoming of proper women, it was only because the truculent
masculine political realm required it. Along these lines, Israel Zangwill argued that of
course the present methods of suffragists had become “unwomanly,” for women had “to
lower themselves to the manners of men . . . to be unwomanly in order to promote the
cause of womanhood.”128 He characterized MPs as the fiends and suffragette women as
the victims who had no choice but to engage in militant behavior if they wanted their case
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heard. Zangwill stated that “ladylike means are all very well if you are dealing with
gentlemen; but you are dealing with politicians.”129 Although Emmeline Pethick
Lawrence and the more militant Pankhursts eventually parted ways over disagreements in
philosophy, Pethick Lawrence’s defense of militancy still mirrored that of her previous
WSPU partners. Pethick Lawrence voiced the frustration and fatigue over being ignored
while using peaceable and calm measures. After years of campaigning in which women
“cried to justice and appealed to reason . . . our cry has not been heard.” Since voteseeking women had long been “ignored, tricked, and betrayed by politicians,” they were
forced to find a way of protest that would make their message unmistakable.130 Women
had grown tired of waiting for the government to take up their cause, since now no
backbench supporter’s bill stood a chance of reaching committee and thus they had to
“fight their own battles, if need be, at the cost of good taste and the established traditions
of their sex.”131
Those MPs still willing to defend the cause of women’s suffrage at the peak of
disruptive militant behavior echoed the claim that women had little choice in assuming
those less-than-feminine tactics. Charles McCurdy, Liberal MP for Northampton,
insisted that the militant tactics of suffragettes only served to strengthen his devotion to
their cause.132 He claimed that there was great strength in the statements of those who
were willing to
expose [themselves] to criminal punishment, and be, necessarily and rightly,
brought within the rigour of the criminal law, and at the same time be in a
129
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position to say to the community at large, ‘Although you are making us subject to
your laws, although you treat us as criminals, you deny us any voice in the
making of the laws for the breaking of which we are now being punished.’133
Statements like McCurdy’s suggested that militant methods achieved their aims to some
extent. George Touche addressed the double standard in effect for women as compared
to men in their use of violence in political agitation. He condemned opponents’ tendency
to criticize the methods of political agitators and lamented women’s choice to use
violence, but argued that the system had set them up for such a decision. The use of
violence had been up until that point “a monopoly of the male agitator for political
recognition.” Therefore it was no surprise that women believed they might have “a better
chance of getting the privilege enjoyed by men if they copied the vices of men.”134
While some argued that the ideologically masculine political realm provoked the militant
methods of some suffragists, others pointed to the literal violence that women’s suffrage
proponents inflicted.
Many proponents, including some MPs, verbally supported the new, more
forceful methods of advocating for women’s suffrage. Lord Robert Cecil, MP for
Hertfordshire, defended the militant methods of suffragettes to the House of Commons,
claiming that women had “to suffer from the severest violence and indignity when
pleading for the cause which they believe, and I think rightly so, is the cause of justice for
their sex.”135 Similarly, Pethick Lawrence claimed that though women “tried to raise
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voices of protest against their political helplessness in the face of these conditions, rough
men have been employed to drown their words.”136 Maud Arncliffe Sennett, founder of
the Northern Men’s Federation for Women’s Suffrage, spoke of the violence that faced
women on Black Friday, when “British women were turned into human footballs for the
sport of ugly mobs.”137 She claimed that “over two hundred Suffragists were arrested,
many were permanently injured for life, some died from the effects, and yet the Chief of
the Government responsible for the political situation and its results declined to order a
public inquiry into the treatment of women that day.”138 The strikingly disproportionate
response of spectators and law-enforcement officials to the early, more peaceable
demonstrations of suffragettes led many to argue that women were forced to increase
their level of militancy.
The language used by the most vocal of the opposition, the Anti-suffragists, also
constructed a narrative in which violence against women suffragists was acceptable.
While this work has examined the Antis’ methods briefly in Chapter Two, their rhetoric
and their role in the fight against women’s suffrage changed just as the suffragists’ did.
Historian Brian Harrison has posited that the reinforcement of the “prickly highmindedness” of the anti-suffragists “was a fear of disorder and even anarchy in a world of
widening imperial responsibility and ever extending democracy.”139 Violent force was
deemed necessary to ward off such chaos. Suffragettes certainly landed some punches
themselves. In the instance of Black Friday, the London Times reported that “several of
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the police had their helmets knocked off . . . one was disabled by a kick on the ankle, one
was cut on the face by a belt, and one had his hand cut.”140 Such reports fueled Antisuffragist arguments that women willing to behave in such ways deserved such harsh
responses. Furthermore, militant suffragettes’ growing use of radical methods only
fueled the anti-suffragist argument that there was no place in national politics for women.
In the Anti-Suffrage Review, Antis maintained that women required the protection
of men, especially in politics. Antis claimed that politics involved “a kind of activity and
responsibility for women which is not compatible with her nature and with her proper
tasks in the world.”141 Because it was “men who have built up the State, and whose
physical strength protects it,” they argued that it must also be men who “must govern it,
through the rough and ready machinery of party-politics.”142 Part of the broader argument
for anti-suffragists was that the educational and industrial progress made by women over
the past century had been achieved without the vote and under the patriarchal protection
of men. Necessary progress, they insisted, would come only if male protection
continued. The militant tactics of groups like the WSPU had “shown conclusively that
women’s nerves [were] of a different tension from men’s.” 143 The only reason they
supported municipal participation by women was because they considered “local
government the domestic work of the nation,” which called “for exactly that attention to
detail, careful organization, and economy of means which make a good housewife.”144
The Antis’ equation of male protection with the betterment of the female sex indirectly
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supported the use of force and violence as a means of keeping the more unruly suffragist
women in check. Such an ideology also was echoed in gendered structures governing the
Edwardian marriage.
The characterization of militant suffragists as rowdy, unmarried women
influenced the anti-suffragist message and the image of “other” that allowed for the
violent response to female protestors. Much of what Ben Griffin has called the Victorian
domestic ideology was based around the notion that all women were to be controlled by a
male – be it their father, husband, or brother.145 Militant suffragists represented to those
who demanded adherence to the established gender roles an attempt to break from that
system of control. Because those suffragettes refused to operate within the traditional
rules of comportment, they were deemed freaks whose behavior warranted a violent
repression, which to some extent mirrored legal allowances for domestic abuse.
Laurence Housman, founder of the London Men’s League for Women’s Suffrage, argued
that the violence against women that anti-suffragists supported was a further extension of
the violence that married women faced at home. He claimed that flogging was “still
recommended by Anti-Suffragists as a cure for ‘Suffragists’ and is still more leniently
treated by our magistrates, when it is done by men to their wives, than any other form of
assault whatever.”146 Housman’s comments drew attention to perhaps one of the primary
reasons for the violence used against the militant suffragettes. Brian Harrison has pointed
out that anti-suffragists like Henry James referred to unmarried women as “social
failures,” while not applying such criticisms to bachelors like himself.147 Anti-suffragists

145

Griffin, 38.
Laurence Housman, Sex-War and Woman’s Suffrage, A Lecture Given at the Large Essex Hall
(London: Women’s Freedom League, 1912), 38.
147
Brian Harrison, Separate Spheres, 69.
146

250

helped to encourage the use of violence against suffragettes through their depiction of
suffragettes as women who had declined the protection that came with behaving as a
socially acceptable female.

Conclusion
While no new Parliamentary Reform Act of any kind was passed between the
1884/85 Act and the arrival of the First World War, that era was still important in the
evolution of the rhetoric assessing the connection between gender and the franchise.
Opponents of suffrage developed a new, deeply-gendered trope of voter qualification
based on the ostensibly male characteristic of physical force, while seeking to deny that
women could ever meet such a requirement. Meanwhile, proponents of women’s
suffrage spent that same era of debate trying to counter that argument by demonstrating
that women could serve the nation in a physical manner while also maintaining their
feminine identity. The significance that opponents placed on the need for male protection
of female Britons was distinctly important to the validity of the physical force argument,
but it would also prove particularly counterproductive to their cause as the country
moved into a state of war. The violent methods that some suffrage groups adopted during
the first decade of the twentieth century may have appeared a hindrance to the cause at
the time. But those methods would ultimately give rise to new conversations over
protection, service, and willingness to fight in wartime Britain. It is to the rhetoric of
war, the expectations of military service, and the continued negotiations of gender and
the franchise to which we turn in the next chapter.
Copyright © Jill Marie Abney 2016
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Chapter 6 - Sex, Service, and the Citizen: World War One and the 1918 Reform
Act

I remember that when the first Zeppelin raids were made, when bombs were dropped
outside important munition factories—I do not want to say too much about the men: we
had some difficulty for two or three days afterwards with some of them in getting them to
work at night in the munition factories, but we had never any difficulty with regard to the
women. Why? They were rather pleased for the simple reason, they said, that "this is our
only chance of participating in the dangers which our brothers run in France," and they
were proud of it, and boasted of it, and they helped to save the situation at a very critical
moment.1
David Lloyd George, Prime
Minister, to the House of Commons,
28 March 1917

Prime Minister Lloyd George’s comments to the House of Commons provide a
telling glimpse into the unique effect that the coming of war had on the conversation
about service, citizenship, and the vote. The different ways that men and women
responded to the call of service was part of an exceptional wartime narrative that forever
changed the way the British thought about citizenship. The fairness of the physical force
argument as the primary qualification for the vote was put to the test of the realities of
war. The results of that test were complex. The decades-old argument that men were the
natural protectors of both family and nation and, thus, the only rightful recipients of the
vote, was challenged by the emerging wartime truths about volunteer armies in a global
war. At first it appeared that the war might validate those old patriarchal claims; men
volunteered to fight and most suffragist groups agreed to halt their campaigns against the
government as a symbol of solidarity. Soon enough, however, Britain was forced to
1
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accept the inevitability of conscription. That change resulted in nationwide
disappointment over the end of the volunteer British army. Implementing conscription to
staff a continental army marked an identity crisis of sorts, as Britons realized that not
enough men were willing to volunteer. This disappointment, along with the
discontinuation of militant suffragist methods, and the increasing participation of women
in wartime production, led to a reassessment and revision of gender qualifications for the
franchise. To be sure, many British men enlisted voluntarily. But the massive war of
attrition fought on the Continent pushed the British military beyond the capacity of its
voluntary resources, and ultimately forced it into conscription. The debate preceding the
passage of conscription, combined with the growing number of women filling industrial
vacancies, created an image of gendered service that challenged the physical force
argument. While the previous chapter surveyed the development and use of the physical
force argument during peacetime, this chapter will examine the significance of that
rhetorical strategy during a war that required the service of both sexes.
The central focus of this chapter is how these wartime changes to society
impacted the discourse on political power. Women received the vote in 1918 for reasons
beyond wartime service. Rather, it was a collision of women’s service with other
common wartime messages that altered Parliament’s stance on gender and suffrage
qualification. The issues of women’s industrial work, the emergence of the Suffragette
truce, the impending need for conscription, and the debates over a special service
franchise all combined to invalidate the physical force argument, ultimately ensuring the
enfranchisement of women following the war. The emphasis on service and the coming
of World War I gave even more weight to the notion that service could come in many
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forms, thus shoring up women’s claims to the parliamentary franchise. Initially, the war
seemed as though it would buttress the “physical force argument,” the last remaining
argument that held women outside the ranks of national citizenship. But instead of
proving that British men were the key to national protection in a global conflict and that
women were inadequate in helping their country in wartime, the need for service during
World War I illuminated the vital functions women performed even without bearing
arms. It also forced a political conversation about the glaring problem with the physical
force argument – that most men who took up arms did not actually have the vote.
The social and political effects of the war resulted in the deconstruction of old
gendered tropes of patriarchal protection and exposed the fallacies of the physical force
argument, thus allowing women to break through the barrier of electoral exclusion. This
chapter will argue that, although MPs’ language during wartime suffrage debates
indicated that many were still hesitant to relinquish gender restrictions, the convergence
of these different narratives forced the partial inclusion of women by war’s end. The
words of MPs during World War I demonstrated the effect that shifting notions of
service, volunteerism, and conscription had on the spirit and success of anti-suffrage
views. The national reliance on the service of so many Britons during the war made the
exclusion of some men and all women from the franchise impossible to justify. By the
conclusion of the war, these wartime narratives had instilled a spirit of resignation in
those who had been so intent on blocking women’s suffrage decades earlier, and erased
any semblance of property restrictions that still remained for men.
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Background to the Era and the 1918 Act
Fewer and fewer MPs were voting in favor of giving women the right to vote in
the years leading up to the Great War. The tactics of the Suffragette movement and the
critical messages of Anti-suffrage Societies had inspired a definite sense of fear of the
political claims of women. Yet, women somehow secured the vote on a limited scale
with the passage of the 1918 Act. What was it that allowed such a swift change in
parliamentary opinion? It is widely known that the coming of the Great War brought
about vast political and social changes to all involved nations, which significantly altered
the discourse of civic participation in Europe. The identity of those Britons fighting on
the frontline and those working in the factories changed significantly as a result of the
war. These shifts helped to usher in a new era of increased state intervention far beyond
anything mid-Victorians would have found acceptable.2 The effects of state intervention
also revealed that the participation of women during the war matched the call for service
to the nation, articulated in the “physical force” argument, much more than politicians
were willing to admit prior to the war. This chapter builds on a wide historiographical
base to argue that the convergence of conscription, women’s industrial work, and debates
on the service franchise allowed for this sudden shift in favor of female enfranchisement.
The fourth Reform Act, finally passed in February 1918, allowed for universal
manhood suffrage and the enfranchisement of women over the age of thirty, provided that
they met certain qualifications. While men twenty-one or older had only to be residents
in a borough or county, women thirty years old or older had to meet one of nine criteria
to receive the parliamentary vote (five in their own right, four as married women). Single
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women could qualify as parliamentary voters if they were £5 occupiers (be they owners,
tenants, or lodgers of their residence), university graduates, or on local government
registers. Married women, if they did not meet any of those qualifications, would also be
admitted to the register if their husbands met any of the residency requirements.3 As
Chrystal MacMillan explained, the “Act extends the Parliamentary franchise to about
6,000,000 women of 30 or more, and also adds to the local government electorate about
5,000,000 married women of 30 or more.”4
According to 1918 local registry figures, male parliamentary voters for UK
boroughs, counties, and universities totaled 12,913,166, while female voters totaled
8,479,456.5 Thus women made up a hefty portion of registered parliamentary voters in
the first election following reform, in December 1918. But different age restrictions used
for men and women accomplished exactly what MPs had hoped by maintaining a male
majority in the electorate. MacMillan pointed out what historians would later emphasize,
that “the basis of the men’s Parliamentary franchise [was] simple residence, and quite
different from the women’s.” The qualification of women reverted back to a form of
qualification dependent on one’s status as a householder, or the wife of a householder.
There was no provision for a woman to be enfranchised simply by unmeasured
residence.6 Anna Clark has aptly noted that “although Parliament basically abandoned
the notion of fitness for the vote in favour of a universal franchise for men, they,
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ironically, returned to household status as a requisite for women voters” in the 1918
legislation.7 While reformers were glad to the see the gender barrier finally removed,
there was certainly a level of disappointment in the differing age restriction.
Prior to the outbreak of war, the combat forces of Britain were relatively “tiny by
European standards,” and were used primarily as a “colonial police force.”8 J.M Bourne
has described Britain’s Imperial force at that time as a “ramshackle edifice . . . held
together principally by the Royal Navy,” and supported by the Imperial reserve of “the
British officered India Army.”9 In January of 1914, the British Regular Army included
less than 250,000 men, with approximately half that in reserves.10 The small size of the
force, maintained mostly through volunteerism, had been generally successful in the
policing of the empire. The coming global conflict, though, pushed the force beyond its
voluntary means. According to Bourne, “voluntary enlistment was a great numerical
success.”11 By September 1914, 500,000 recruits had signed up to fight alongside the
half a million-plus men of the Regular Army and Army reserve in place since January of
1914.12 However, the massive causalities in early battles, such as the Marne, ensured that
“some form of compulsion was unavoidable if the needs of the army and the economy
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were to be effectively and fairly determined.”13 Marwick’s venerable study of the effects
of the Great War on British society describes the numbers of those pulled into combat by
conscription, as well as how the policy altered the composition of the armed forces. He
argued that compulsion “brought first-hand experience of the horrors of war, not just to a
couple of million volunteers and horny-handed professionals, but willy-nilly to twice as
many ordinary unadventurous civilians – one in three of the adult male population.”14 By
obliging physically capable males between the ages of 18 and 41 to take up arms,
conscription set in motion narratives about the failure of volunteerism, the shame of the
conscientious objectors, and reliance upon the industrial labor of women.
The strategies for maintaining sufficient fighting forces directly influenced the
complexion of Britain’s industrial labor pool. Oddly enough, it seemed that Britain’s
early attempts to maintain a voluntary army actually hurt their industries. The haphazard
nature of individual volunteerism resulted in the loss of numerous skilled laborers vital to
wartime production, whereas initial government oversight might have prevented such
labor shortages. The early introduction of conscription procedures involved attempts to
exempt vital skilled laborers from service in the military. However, the results of these
early attempts demonstrated that not nearly enough men could be made available to meet
wartime industrial demands. Women workers would prove to be the answer. In March
of 1916 the Board of Trade “made their first attempt to enroll women for war work.”15
The result of that enrollment, and the gradual “de-starring” of male industrial laborers
yielded striking results. From July 1914 to July 1916 the number of women employed in
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munitions production alone rose from 82,589 to 340,844.16 Marwick cited that “in
industry as a whole the total employment of women and girls over ten between 1914 and
1918 increased by about 800,000.”17 The need for these women, and their response to the
call to work, were particularly influential in the wartime narrative of service and its
connection to citizenship.
Britain’s dilemma over how to field both an army and a workforce during the
Great War had much to do with the enfranchisement of women. However, in examining
the role of war service in the changes in citizenship, it is possible to oversimplify the
relationship. Scholars like to caution against simply pointing to war service as the reason
women received the vote.18 A number of historians have debated the extent to which the
militant methods of the Suffragettes, their postponement in 1914, and the service of
women during the war ushered in the legislative changes in 1918. The consensus is that
pointing to only those factors as the cause for female enfranchisement makes for an
oversimplified argument. Martin Pugh, for example, has argued that the use of militant
tactics by the WSPU did more harm than good to the cause of women’s suffrage, citing
the increase in anti-suffrage Conservative votes from forty-three to 114 from 1911 to
1912.19 He has also insisted, moreover, that to present “the vote as a reward for loyal
wartime service” is too “simplistic,” and instead has supported a more “sophisticated”
view that suggests there “was a causal relationship between mass participation in war and
the scope of social change thereafter.”20 Similarly, Laura Nym Mayhall has argued that
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the “fetishizing” of militancy and the overemphasis on women’s participation in war
work in the postwar years resulted in the negation of “the dynamism” of women’s quest
for the franchise.21 Had these issues of militant suffragism, service, or volunteerism
remained isolated from overt conversations about the masculinity of British soldiers, it is
hard to say what their effect might have been. But the failure of volunteerism led to both
a heavily gendered recruitment campaign and, eventually, conscription, which helped
adjust the conception of gender as it related to citizenship.
Although historians have recently questioned whether the coming of women’s
suffrage can be pinned solely on militantism, its deferment, or the wartime service of
British women, many agree that the Great War marked a distinct turning point for the
cause. Susan Kingsley Kent has argued that World War I “forged for many men and
women dramatically different ideas about gender and sexual identity from those
prevailing in the late Victorian and Edwardian eras.”22 Other suffrage historians have
examined the use of traditional gender roles as motivators for entering the war. 23
Nicoletta Gullace has argued that the connection between masculinity and war service in
21
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the early twentieth century resulted in an image of failed male volunteerism once
conscription was deemed the only course.24 Women were, therefore, able to assume the
image of ‘war hero,’ opening the door to their inclusion in the parliamentary electorate.
More specifically, as women repeatedly appeared in recruitment campaigns and in stories
of industrial production, they helped to define “the parameters of male citizenship, while
endowing women's traditional domestic, maternal, and sexual roles with an openly
expressed importance to the military state."25 Thus women were able to reap the rewards
of a war that helped “rewrite the gender basis of citizenship.26 Particularly relevant to
this chapter is Gullace’s argument that “the rubric of a franchise based on militarily
useful service” caused the “gender-based arguments” for the franchise to suddenly
“crumble.”27 I wish to apply Gullace’s argument specifically to the rhetoric of MPs
during relevant franchise debates to demonstrate how the varying narratives of wartime
Britain forced MPs to finally remove gender restrictions from the franchise, despite their
reservations.
The narratives that influenced the shifting discourse in Parliament followed four
concomitant strands. First, the importance of the physical force argument maintained the
traditional view that men were supposed to protect women. Second, the recruitment of
British servicemen relied heavily on the presentation of German atrocities in Belgium as
real threats to women and children back home, thus targeting the gendered idea of
patriarchal protection. Third, as the war continued, an army made of only volunteers
proved inadequate in meeting wartime needs, forcing the installment of compulsory
24
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service. The requirement of forced service suggested that men were unwilling to
voluntarily choose to take on the role of protection. Lastly, women were pulled, often
willingly, into the vacuum of munitions industry work left by the absence of men.
Women performed these duties admirably, inspiring pride and commendation while the
bitter taste of conscription lingered on. The performance of female participants paired
with the disappointment over conscription negated the long-time adherence to the idea of
patriarchal protection, which encouraged the end of female exclusion from the
parliamentary franchise. The following sections will explore the rhetoric behind these
four narratives, and how that rhetoric helped convince political elites that women
deserved the vote.

Masculinity, Protection, and War
Since the very beginning of the debates over parliamentary votes for women in
the 1860s, opponents argued that there was little need for female enfranchisement since
the male sex was naturally intended to protect the female sex, in the home and in politics.
The rhetoric of patriarchal protection perpetuated the physical force argument, and played
a significant role in the imagery used to recruit British soldiers. However, that same
language complicated the exclusion of women and marginalized classes of men from the
franchise, as representatives from both groups provided necessary forms of national
service. The continuation of the physical force argument and its connection to gendered
war duties helped to weaken men’s theoretical hold on the vote, in that ideal masculinity
and success in war became virtually synonymous. Because Britain held tightly to the
liberal notion of the volunteer army, the failure to maintain a voluntary force resulted in a

262

perceived failure of manhood. Thus MPs failed to maintain the class and gender
restrictions that previously regulated admission to the electorate. The priority of this
section is to demonstrate the link between masculinity, volunteerism, and protection to
set up the examination of the effects of these shifting narratives on parliamentary
language.
To assess the relationship of these narratives it is necessary to examine briefly the
use of gender expectations as a recruitment tool during the early years of the Great War.
As the tensions mounting from imperial and industrial competition between Britain and
continental Europe approached a breaking point, some eagerly called for war. From 1890
to 1914, Britain had faced ideological and literal battles of a domestic nature over
Women’s suffrage, Irish Home Rule, and empire. The coming war with Germany and its
allies brought about the welcome opportunity for Britons to stop fighting within and
focus their aggression on enemies without. Susan Kingsley Kent has argued that
contemporaries saw the war as a possible “antidote to the diseased and decadent state of
Edwardian society, characterized, in part, by a militant feminist movement that
challenged and contested traditional roles and behaviors for men and women – as a
means to substitute, in effect, a ‘real’ war for a ‘sex war.’”28 Similarly Marwick
described the years before 1914 as a “whirlpool of industrial strife and suffragette
agitation” and fears of Irish civil war.29 Pitched battles on continental frontiers, it
seemed, brought the likelihood of a restoration of traditional masculine and feminine
ideals. Britons hoped war would provide a space where men fought to protect vulnerable
loved ones back home, simultaneously demonstrating their manhood and performing
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their duty as citizens. A clearly demarcated battlefront and home front represented a
defined space where idealized gender roles could be performed, as women were to
maintain the domestic order in the absence of their men. These distinct and separate
spaces were also expected to enforce the segregation of male and female participants
within their “proper” spheres.
These stabilizing hopes for war, however, failed to materialize. The realities of a
new “total” war made impossible the stable, distinct gendered spheres needed to replace
“sex war” at home with a “real war” abroad. Historian Susan Grayzel, in her
examination of wartime literature, has argued that both fictional texts and wartime
propaganda emphasized the blurred, “porous” lines between war and home fronts.30 The
use of gendered descriptions in the justifications for going to war in 1914 inadvertently
made women a part of the front lines as much as they were a part of the home front, at
least ideologically. The propaganda that “emphasized the extent to which civilians far
from the trenches became casualties of war” were used to encourage men to enlist to
protect their “homes, women, and children.”31 Pleas for men to enlist so as to protect
their families was a strategy employed extensively in recruitment messages throughout
the duration of the war. According to Kingsley Kent, the personification of “Belgium,
which was depicted in the guise of womanhood,” specifically “an innocent woman in
need of protection from a paternal male,” encouraged the male Briton to enlist in order to
demonstrate his manliness and his willingness to protect an extension of his own
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family.32 “Tales of destruction, rape, and murder on the part of German soldiers
circulated throughout the country,” transmitting the violent imagery of war and the
dangers that came with it. 33 That imagery positioned “Belgium in the role of a violated
maiden left to die by cruel, inhuman invaders,” and was personified by would-be
soldiers’ mothers, sisters and daughters, solidifying the connection between idealized
expectations of gender and proper wartime behavior.34
Recruitment leaflets sought to buttress rumors of German war atrocities as threats
to the British family and, therefore, British masculinity, implying that the realm of
domesticity had become a site of war. The Parliamentary Recruitment Committee
published written accounts from first-hand observers of the war that used the
brutalization of women and children to demonstrate the threat to loved ones back home.
For instance, J. H. Morgan’s brief paper, Germany’s Dishonoured Army, was featured in
one recruitment leaflet. His account told the story of a young mother who “was unable to
produce sufficient coffee to satisfy the demands of twenty-three German Soldiers,” and
was thus forced to witness her baby being “dipped in scalding water.”35 Morgan claimed
that “there were at least thirty cases of outrages on girls and young married women,
authenticated by sworn statements of witnesses and generally by medical certificates of
injury.”36 By highlighting such alleged acts of violence against adult women and
adolescent girls, Morgan’s account of the events in Belgium helped the British
government establish the bodies of women as an additional site of war. The narrative of
32
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sexual assault on non-combatants suggested that women were vulnerable to the
despicable acts of enemy soldiers, thus making war more than just an act of male
violence against other males. Morgan’s account also helped to reinforce the narrative of
the victimization of the innocent, claiming that “old men and boys and even women and
young girls were shot like rabbits.”37 Such tales of atrocity were meant both to inspire
men to enlist and also to encourage women to persuade unwilling men to reconsider.
Because women’s bodies and the “spheres” of their influence were identified as
an expanded site for war, women were pulled into the recruitment process. Women were
encouraged to challenge husbands, brothers, and sons to recognize their duty to protect.
Leaflets of the Parliamentary Recruitment Committee published early in the war used
gendered language and an emphasis on traditional gender ideals to describe tales of
outrages against women as a means of persuading men to volunteer to fight. Although
such flyers were meant to increase the number of male volunteers, they often appeared to
target women as their main audience. Certain leaflets accused wives and mothers of
being the force holding back many willing men. Leaflets painted women as
manipulative, claiming that there were many men “willing and eager to play their part as
men in defence of their homes, who have been held back by their women folk.” 38 They
also urged women holding their men back from service to
think of what has happened in Belgium. Towns and villages destroyed by fire and
sword, women and children outraged and killed, mothers separated from their
children, and wives from their husbands, not knowing if they were dead or alive.39
Implying that the dangers that befell Belgian women at the hands of the Germans were
just as likely to befall British citizens if more men did not enlist, recruitment strategists
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sought to informally enlist wives and mothers as unofficial recruitment officers. Women
were asked to use the power of their own persuasion over their male loved-ones, as it was
their responsibility to “urge your men to respond to the call.”40 The use of atrocity stories
that centered on female and adolescent victims implied a public desire for women’s
participation in recruitment.
The focus on protection, particularly of women and children, also exploited an
assumed common conception of manhood and masculinity based on patriarchal
protection and fatherhood. By reminding the public of the time-honored dictum that men
were to protect their women and children, recruiters used gendered responsibilities to
inspire men to enlist. Gullace has also examined the significance of atrocity propaganda
and its use to bring the British public into the mindset of war. She described how the
“atrocity stories enhanced the aura of heroism that surrounded the volunteer army and the
men who bravely fought to protect women and children."41 For any women who stood in
the way of willing volunteers, recruiters sought to remind them that “it is for them and
the children that men are wanted.”42 These messages implied that women had a part to
play in the recruitment of the soldiers needed to fight.43 MPs’ language also included
gory depictions of violations of women and children that targeted the emotional
responses of fathers, sons, brothers, and husbands. Colonel Henry Croft, for instance,
recalled the tale of the U-boat sinking of the steamer Persia, claiming that the “scores of
little children playing on the decks of the ship” were quickly “plunged into the water,
40
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gasping” as their lives ended.44 Graphic depictions like these were designed to stir anger
and fatherly concern as motivation for enlistment.
The emphasis placed on protecting women and children as a means of enticing
more military recruits is significant to this discussion for two reasons. First, the initial
use of the strategy reflected an adherence to the notion of paternal protection. As
citizens, men were expected to perform their duty of service to the nation through
policing and protection. Second, the dominance of those ideas would stand in stark
contrast to the narrative of conscription once the volunteer army proved to be
unsustainable. The blurring of distinct home front and battle front also exaggerated the
“failure” of volunteerism. With so much graphic, frightening propaganda reinforcing the
notion that a violent enemy threatened British women and families, the arrival of forced
military service suggested that the men of Britain refused to answer the call. Debates
over the Military Service bill revealed assumptions about the masculinity of British males
in a number of ways, commenting specifically on those who had shirked their duties.
The following section examines the debates over the Military Service bill, which assessed
the need for conscription, and how this legislation destabilized the idealized masculine
image that had for so long been invoked in suffrage debates.

Conscription, Work, and Manly Responsibility
As troops on the Western Front dug in to a war of attrition, the increasing number
of men required for combat sparked a new conversation about masculinity in the House
of Commons. Although the war began for Britain in August 1914, Parliament would not
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pass a bill requiring a conscripted army until January 1916. England was different from
most other major powers drawn into the conflict in that it “had neither conscription nor a
large standing army,” despite a population of 46 million people.45 The passage of
conscription proved a bitter pill for the British to swallow, as it struck at the core of male
gender identity. Gender appeared in the discussions of conscription in two ways. First,
those eager to avert the move toward a conscript army called upon men’s masculine
identity as reason to volunteer. Second, those MPs who had succumbed to the necessity
of conscription challenged the masculinity of men who failed to volunteer. Regardless of
whether MPs verbally supported or opposed conscription, the rhetorical construction of
their statements echoed the connection between manliness and participation in war that
had been broadcast in early recruitment messages. The growing concern over “slackers,”
“shirkers,” and conscientious objectors weakened the supposition that men were willing
to take on the expectations of protective male citizens. The need for conscription implied
a perceived “failure” of British men to do their part. The introduction of conscription
also reinforced criticisms of the remaining class restrictions to the franchise, highlighting
the extreme sacrifices being required of all men, including poor men who did not have
the vote.
The idea of fortifying British volunteers with conscripts was not a new one.
Numerous historians have pointed to the Boer War as the moment when British leaders
were forced to accept the extreme vulnerability of their military.46 Bourne has argued
that the Boer War “demonstrated the bankruptcy of the Empire’s military
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arrangements.”47 The army had undergone a number of reforms since the turn of the
century, including the consideration of ideas like mandatory military drills for men of a
certain age and the replacement of older generations of commanders. The only real
remedy to the problem, though, was higher taxation and conscription – both of which
were highly “unpalatable.”48 By the early twentieth century, a liberal repulsion for
conscription was part and parcel of Britain’s self-image. Thus the shortcomings of
Britain’s volunteer army in the first eighteen months of the Great War, which forced
politicians and military leaders to confront the question of conscription, proved a painful
blow to the core of British identity.
Conscription influenced the perceptions of idealized masculinity constructed by
the physical force argument and the early methods of recruitment. The extent to which
the passage of conscription was an affront to liberal Britain has been debated by a
number of military historians. Adams and Poirier have argued that the passage of the
Military Service Act was a moment when “generations of voluntarist tradition were
breached, and it must be recalled that no Briton living in 1916 had ever witnessed the
raising of Regular Forces through compulsion.”49 As Gullace has convincingly argued,
“to some Britons, conscription itself implied a failure of masculine citizenship.”50 The
coming of conscription presented a flaw in the idealized masculinity of male British
citizens during wartime and eventually allowed women to position themselves beyond
the constraints of the patriarchal claim to physical force.
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Conscripts represented something repulsive to a number of political and military
leaders in their having to be forced to serve. Gullace has argued that “to those who
rejected the idea of conscription, the difference between a volunteer and a conscript army
was the moral superiority of the volunteer himself.”51 Thus, for instance, Lieutenant
Colonel Henry Webb, commander of the 14th battalion of the Worcestershire Regiment,
wrote to John Gulland, Liberal MP for Dumfries Burghs, about his reservations over
legislating conscription. Webb argued that those who would be targeted by a Military
Service bill should be pressured privately to avoid compromising the nation’s stance on
conscription. Webb claimed that “the fatal step of introducing conscription . . . would
inevitably divide the unity of the Nation.”52 Men who had already enlisted would look
upon their conscript comrades with disdain. There was even talk of keeping volunteers
separate from conscripted men.
Despite these squabbles, however, the need for a conscription bill was glaring.
Thus the National Registration Act (the so-called Derby Scheme) passed in July 1915,
and was designed to ease Britain toward the edge of conscription. Arthur Marwick
described the Derby Scheme as “a gigantic engine of fraud and moral blackmail,” but a
very “astute piece of legislation, given that the Government had to find soldiers
somehow.”53 While MPs were still much divided on conscription, the scheme required
the registration of all British males. Under the Derby Scheme, men would voluntarily
attest and then either choose to serve immediately or defer and wait to be called up.
Skilled laborers in certain vital industries were “starred” and thus initially exempt from
military service. Figures from the national registration initiative, overseen by Lord
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Derby, the newly appointed Director-General of Recruiting, indicated that there were
insufficient volunteers to maintain the current level of losses. Of the over 5 million men
of military age in Britain (both single and married), almost 2.2 million were not attested,
enlisted, or rejected. Earl Kitchener argued that men who had already answered the call
to fight were in need of reinforcements. He claimed that “they feel the strain on their
manhood,” and since the number of volunteers fell far short of those needed, compulsion
was necessary to protect the nation from defeat.54 Derby argued that, based on figures
from October 1915, “the military authorities require[d] some 200,000 men to bring
existing units up to strength.” If the needed reinforcements were pulled from the
currently available numbers, he argued, “the weekly supply of recruits from these groups
. . . [would] only last 17 weeks.”55 Some historians have argued that the scheme was not
so much a last ditch effort to save volunteerism, but instead a “token effort designed to
break the idea of conscription gently to the population.”56 Others suggest that this is too
sinister a view. Either way, the scheme was a failure, and a Military Service bill was
passed in early January 1916.
The language of the debates surrounding the Military Service bill, while separate
from the suffrage debates, created an important backdrop to the issue of gender and
citizenship in general. Therefore it is necessary to glean from those debates some of the
more relevant comments about how war service corresponded with the construction of
gendered identity and the claims of the citizen. MPs and newspaper writers following the
progress of conscription through Parliament used the term “slackers” throughout the
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debates over how to meet the needs of the army. In January 1916, a leading article of the
Manchester Guardian claimed that the object of Asquith’s Military Service bill,
presented days before, was “to deal with a residuum of ‘slackers’ among unmarried
men.”57 Marwick has argued that the “shirker” became a visible target for the public’s
“hatred, fear and horror at the mounting slaughter on the Western Front.”58 Lieutenant
Colonel Claude Lowther lamented the “thousands of men who are slackers . . . who will
make no sacrifice until they are forced to do so.”59 Lowther considered many men
wasted in jobs that could “easily be done by women,” and pushed for the conscription of
both men and women to meet the needs of the British military and industries.60
MPs harshly characterized men who did not perform active military service for
the nation in debates about conscription as well as within the Special Register bill which
emerged later in the war. In contrast, men who participated in the military were lauded as
heroes. Major Rowland Hunt, MP for Ludlow, in an August 1916 debate over the special
register bill, praised the “men of the nation . . . under arms” who safeguarded the “future
of our existence and of free peoples with their blood.”61 Conversely, he hissed at the
“hypocritical conscientious objector, the shirker, and the peace crank” who would likely
have had the “chance of getting the vote because they have stayed at home and looked
after themselves.”62 The slacker or shirker was depicted as conniving and self-centered,
choosing any action over the taking up of arms. Thus Laurence Ginnell, Irish Nationalist
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MP for Westmeath North, argued that “so many English slackers of military age and
fitness are sheltered” in various industries and state departments, avoiding the most
dangerous, yet most essential task.63
Some MPs questioned the very existence of these slackers. A number insisted
that they did not actually exist, but rather were contrived images “in the disordered
imagination of a ribald Press,” invented to scare the public.64 Even when MPs denied the
existence of these slackers and shirkers, their use of these terms solidified the images as
part of the broader wartime narrative. The slacker - the male citizen who refused to take
on his duty - remained a dominant character in wartime parliamentary debates that MPs
could point towards in their push to pass conscription. John Simon warned that any men
who “really are slackers should feel in advance the pressure of impending compulsion.”65
The shirker represented a domestic threat, chipping away at the strength of the war effort
on the home front, and was presented as an enemy defeated by the passage of
conscription.
The alleged existence of slackers was commonly tied to the presence of men
working in other domestic industries, and sparked heated debate over which men were
essential to the maintenance of the state at home. Perhaps one of the strongest arguments
made against conscription was the fear of depleting the human resources in British
industry, particularly in jobs that had been filled by skilled male laborers up to that point.
Lord Derby’s figures were attacked as inaccurate by many trades union leaders and MPs
alike. Llewelyn Williams criticized Derby’s report that there were 650,000 unmarried
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“slackers” in the country who would be forced to attest under his scheme. He claimed
that the majority of these “slackers” were actually men who came from “combing out . . .
our industries which were starred, and by removing stars from industries which [had
earlier] possessed them.”66 Debates over the Military Service bill made clear that there
were serious concerns about moving skilled male workers to the front lines. Those MPs
in favor of conscription, however, challenged the notion that these men were the only
ones capable of doing the job. Colonel Lowther challenged Williams’ argument,
claiming “there are thousands of men to-day who are doing work totally unsuited to
them; there are thousands of other men who are doing work which might easily be done
by women. There are thousands of men who are slackers.” 67 Lowther argued for
legislation even more extensive than the original Military Service bill in question,
“demanding mobilization of the country, demanding that every man and woman should
be inscribed between the ages of sixteen and sixty on the National Register.”68 The
debate between those who encouraged all-out participation in military service and those
who insisted that there were some men who were simply not expendable was indicative
of the broader shifting assumptions of gender and citizenship.
The negotiation over which industrial workers should be exempt from military
service also added to the conversation about alternative forms of war service. Trade
union leaders spoke out in opposition to conscription because it meant sending their
skilled workforce into the line of fire. In the wake of Derby’s scheme, the Board of
Trade sought to ensure that proper male workers remained at home to continue doing
vital production jobs. In a published response to Derby’s figures on compulsion, the
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Board argued that if “we reduce our power of producing munitions and other national
necessities” by going too far “in recruiting on any system, voluntary or compulsory, we
should inevitably bring on ourselves the calamity of trade collapse.”69 The conflict that
arose between the call for conscription and the fear of losing valuable male workers
mirrored a new shift in the rhetorical construction of British masculinity and citizenship
based on service. Where work and wage earning had demonstrated adherence to the
idealized image of the masculine citizen in previous years, the coming of the First World
War tied the service of the combatant soldier to the manly citizen. The trouble for British
war planners was that industrial work and military service were equally vital to achieving
victory. In debates over conscription in the House of Commons, MPs verbalized an
obvious concern about how compulsory service would hamper industrial productivity.
As more and more men were called up, more women were needed to fill their
roles. The Board of Trade insisted that even smaller estimates of recruiting could be
possible “without inflicting vital injury to many important industries, provided (a) that we
are able to carry on the substitution of men by women almost pari passu with recruiting,
and (b) that steps are taken, in conjunction with the Board of Trade, to indicate the
industries from which men can safely be drawn.”70 The resistance to conscription on the
basis of protecting war industries serves as evidence of how far the notion of citizenship
had come. Ultimately, the Derby Scheme was deemed a failure since almost half of the
workers in “unstarred” industries failed to attest. The next step was the passage of the
Military Service Act in January 1916, followed shortly by the Second Conscription bill in
April, which would eventually call up married men as well.
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Thus the national identity of Britain as a state reliant upon only volunteer armies
was challenged early in the conflict, and that challenge would have a drastic impact on
the conceptions of gender identity and the duty of the citizen. Conscription, at times, was
portrayed as the result of the failure of British men to volunteer, which led to the
implosion of idealized gender performance. In this way, the Great War revealed further
inconsistencies between the expectations for idealized masculine citizens and the actual
performance of average British men in war. Instead of illustrating that only men could
perform protective duties of service during threatening times, the events of the long and
bloody war actually illuminated the glaring problems of an electorate which still excluded
women and men of the lowest economic classes. To this end, historian Anna Clark has
argued that “the First World War exploded conventional notions of masculinity.”71 As
the war raged on, and conscription became the norm, it exposed the need for expanding
the electorate to include all those men serving in the army, as well as the women helping
at home in their absence.

Soldier Franchise vs. Service Franchise
The events of the war and the conscription of a large number of British males
brought two new factors into the discussion of a fourth expansion of the franchise. First,
with increasing numbers of men serving in the military, MPs were forced to acknowledge
that many soldiers were without the vote. Second, as those men were sent to take on
responsibilities outside of the metropole, women – also without the vote - were pulled
into the ranks of industrial and munitions workers to continue Britain’s industrial
production and to maintain wartime supplies. Both of these realities had a similar impact
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on the discourse, and challenged the pre-war restrictions on the franchise. The notion
that men serving in the military deserved the vote had already been alluded to with the
perpetuation of the physical force argument before 1914, but qualifications had yet to be
altered to match such rhetoric. The willingness of many men to answer the call to
volunteer placed increasing pressure on the de facto validity of the physical force
argument. When conscription was applied to all males over the age of nineteen, it only
furthered the irony that many soldiers were excluded from the franchise. In some cases,
even those who had the vote before they left for the battlefield soon lost their
qualification in failing to meet residence requirements. Even if they had maintained their
position on the register, there were no provisions made for men to vote while deployed.
The reality of enfranchising those men performing military service led, of course, to the
assessment of the extent to which women’s service qualified for this same privilege. The
end result was inaction until the end of the war, as not enough MPs were willing to vote
for a Service Franchise bill that excluded women.
Before the Military Service Act had passed in 1916, MPs were already voicing the
need to enfranchise fighting men, but the process of loosening restrictions was slow
going. The formation of a coalition government in 1915 rendered parliamentary
opposition rather impotent. The original Liberal government was dependent upon
Unionist support, and fell suddenly in May 1915. Two weeks later, the formation of a
Coalition was announced by Asquith and the Conservative Leader Andrew Bonar Law.72
Some argued that a coalition government provided only limited opportunities for voicing
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opposition on significant issues like women’s suffrage.73 Equally stifling to debates on
the franchise issue was the threat of “violating” the truce with Suffragettes. Debates
commenced in November 1915 in which MPs considered a special Registration bill
which would only enfranchise servicemen. Suffragettes responded to those debates with
the promise that their prewar activities would resume upon such an act’s passage. The
Government responded by postponing the upcoming 1915 elections until the war’s end.74
This would not mark the end of the wartime consideration of a Special Service franchise,
however. In August 1916, Asquith proposed a bill that would once again extend the
length of the current Parliament, and also “make it possible for householders who had
lost their occupational qualification to retain the vote.”75 Once again, this reignited
passionate debate about who deserved the vote and when they should get it. The
language of those debates made up the majority of wartime franchise discussion and,
therefore, offered numerous examples of the ways in which these wartime changes
influenced the common political discourse.
MPs opposed to changes to the franchise argued that since there had not been an
election since December 1910, current members were hardly qualified to represent the
interests of the nation on such an issue. Conversely, however, others insisted that new
voters had proved themselves worthy through their service to the nation, and that they
should be registered to vote before another election took place. Both of these arguments
proved somewhat moot, however, since no elections would be held until the war was
over. The reality of the British political landscape was that of a complex combination of
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dilemmas. The electorate needed to be expanded to include those who had served the
war effort, but many questioned the government’s right to make such alterations to the
electorate. In addition, if those changes were made, no elections would be held with the
new register until the war’s end. Yet, if changes were not made, then the first election
following the end of the war would occur without the votes of many individuals who had
more than earned the right through their service.
Those MPs in favor of rewarding servicemen with the vote used language similar
to that used in support of the physical force argument. Supporting an early version of the
Service Franchise bill, Lord Willoughby De Broke insisted that “no elector shall be
deprived of his vote on account of being on active service, whether in the Army, the
Navy, or the Mercantile Marine.” Rather, he argued, “military or naval service shall in
itself confer the franchise.”76 De Broke admitted that there would not be a “general
election before the war [was] over,” but declared that the important thing was the
underlying principle that “those who have defended their country have a right to a voice
in the management of its affairs.”77 De Broke, and many others who pushed for the
passage of a Service Franchise bill during the war, argued that the significance lay in
demonstrating to those on the battle front that they now had proven their right to vote by
virtue of their service. Passing such legislation, De Broke insisted, would relieve
those who are serving at the Front of a sense of very grave injustice, for it is a
very grave injustice indeed that an elector who has gone out of the United
Kingdom voluntarily in a great many cases—because these are not all
professional soldiers—should, in virtue of risking his life on sea or on land, be
deprived of his civil rights.78
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These war-time conversations about a service vote revealed the incongruity of the
physical force argument that had dominated debates over female enfranchisement during
the first decade of the twentieth century.
One of the most glaring injustices to many MPs was the fact that men who had
previously possessed the franchise had it removed by the realities of their deployment.
Professional soldiers forced to leave home lost the vote since they failed to meet
residence requirements. In a debate over the 1916 Special Register Bill, Edward Carson,
Liberal Unionist MP for Trinity, urged the members of the Commons to see the injustice
placed upon those men “who have left their jobs and their work, most of them out of a
pure sense of patriotism, all certainly with a desire to win a victory for their country,” and
for their trouble, would be without the vote for the duration of their service.79 Carson
pointed to the incongruous reality that these men were sacrificing their lives for the
nation, but as a result, would not “have a vote in regulating the destinies of this country
should an election take place.”80 Carson’s concern was a common complaint among MPs
during the war. Evident was the fact that the residence qualification had to be altered to
match the electoral register with the realities behind the citizen soldier. Major Hunt
agreed that the electorate was in desperate need of the addition of those men fighting
overseas. He argued that if the system was left unaltered “men who have actually fought
and suffered from wounds or from disease as the result of war . . . will not have a voice in
the settlement of the country's destinies.”81 The likelihood of soldiers’ exclusion from
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the franchise was described over and over as an injustice that had to be remedied, but
those injustices went beyond the disenfranchisement of deployed voters.
Many fighting men had been without the vote even before the commencement of
conscription either by their lowly station in life, or by the alteration of their residence
during mobilization. Yet it took a global conflict of unimaginable proportions to force
MPs to consider the injustice done to even the poorest male serviceman through his lack
of the vote. The Earl of Meath, Reginald Brabazon, argued that the best way to show
gratitude to those “out fight[ing] the enemies of their country” who already had the vote
was to “not deprive them of the rights of every British citizen.”82 Further still, he insisted
that the best way to reward those men still without the suffrage was to show “them that
by their act of coming forward and not holding back their lives if necessary they have
proved themselves worthy to have the vote.”83 His comments were remarkable in that
they represented the jettisoning of class qualification for men. By specifically applauding
the service of those men without the vote prior to the war, the Earl of Meath indicated
that the political debility of their class had been overcome by their service. The emphasis
on service resulted in the biggest challenge to the Special Franchise bill in that it opened
the door for other groups clamoring for the vote along the same lines, especially women.
A common theme in arguments for a Special Franchise bill that excluded noncombatants – women, civil servants, and the like – was that these groups should wait
their turn. Voluntarily placing one’s life in danger was the requisite vote-worthy service
in many MPs’ minds. The Earl of Meath insisted that any man serving either at home as
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a civil servant or as a result of compulsion should not receive the vote.84 His argument
for such a stance was that “men who are in a civil capacity serving the State, however
noble and useful may be their work, however self-sacrificing they may be in doing it,
have not made the one supreme sacrifice of risking their lives at the hands of the enemy.”
85

He insisted that there was no comparison “at all between the claims of the man who is

risking his life on the field of battle and the man who is doing his duty, nobly I dare say,
in the munition factory, in the public office, or elsewhere.”86 Women, he argued, should
wait to put forward their desires for the vote, since the need right now was “national
unity, and that any attempt now to put forward what women conceive to be their just
rights would be a fatal mistake.” 87 Of course women did serve in certain auxiliary
military capacities, with over 40,000 taking part in Queen Mary’s Auxiliary Corps and
17,000 with the British Expeditionary Force by the end of the war.88 A number of
women also participated in domestic policing units. However, their service was
categorized with the other lower-risk jobs that left them out of the realm of qualification
for many proponents of the special register. Opponents feared a return to the gender war
over the suffrage that preceded the arrival of the war on the Continent. Such domestic
conflict, they believed, would damage wartime unity. However, Meath’s opinions
provoked dissent among those in favor of enfranchising the women who endangered
themselves in munitions production.
MPs sought to put gendered restrictions on the debates over the special franchise.
Any mention of women’s claims to such a service derailed conversations over soldier
84
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registration. The conflict over placing previously enfranchised soldiers on a special
register brought with it concerns not only about how the resulting absentee votes would
be cast, but also whether this would be the time to alter the electorate in other ways.
Women were often characterized as providing a different type of service and were,
therefore, considered less of a priority for enfranchisement. Carson stated that “the
enfranchisement of soldiers and sailors stands upon a different basis from any other
extension of the franchise.” Carson criticized those who voted against the Special
Register bill, claiming that advocates of women’s suffrage “by opposing soldiers and
sailors who are out in the trenches, going over the parapets, and facing machine guns,”
demonstrated the selfish nature of the cause.89 Carson maintained that to vote against the
Special Register bill was to vote against the soldiers themselves. Similarly, Major Hunt
suggested that the woman franchise and the soldier franchise were two different issues,
and women needed to wait their turn. He argued that Parliament had a right to ask
women “to stand aside before the end of the War” with the “definite promise that there
shall be a Women’s Franchise Bill passed through Parliament as soon after the War as
can be managed.”90 Supporters of a special franchise during wartime suggested that men
in the line of duty were the priority and that women could wait - even women whose
positions placed them in danger for the sake of the war as well.
Even some MPs in favor of women’s suffrage admitted that men’s service on the
front line was far more sacrificial than the women munitions workers’. Conservative MP
Ronald McNeill of the St. Augustine division of Kent claimed that even “as an advocate
of women’s suffrage I do not for one moment suggest that at the present moment the two
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claims [of soldiers and of munitions workers] are or can be put on equal footing.”91
McNeill insisted that there must be a distinction made between “men who are actually
fighting and anybody else,” considering that even though “they are both part and parcel
of the same job . . . no one could for a moment allege that the munition workers are
making the same sacrifices.”92 McNeill voiced what many MPs seemed to believe: that it
was far more important for these fighting men to have a voice in the next general election
than the women who were serving at home.
The failure of a wartime Special Register/Service Franchise bill to pass was
evidence, however, that the majority of MPs were unwilling to make any changes to the
electorate that did not also recognize the service of women. MPs in favor of immediate
female inclusion in the parliamentary electorate in light of their wartime contributions
were quite resistant to a bill that would only remedy the exclusion of male combatants
from the registers. Thus Sir John Simon argued that it was unjust to ask women to wait
while other injustices of the electorate were being resolved simply because the war was
on. The bill debated at that time contained a clause that would allow for the special
register to continue after the war’s conclusion, and this would have been an especially
difficult pill for women to accept.93 These debates weighed not only the shortcomings of
the current electorate, but also considered who deserved a voice in the changes that
would occur following the war.
Women were praised for their flexibility during war as they entered into fields
they had previously been excluded from, and were likely to be pushed back out of at
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war’s end. William Pringle, a back-bench Liberal MP for Lanarkshire, argued that to
wait for the end of the war to enfranchise women would be a great injustice to their rights
in determining the governmental changes following such a conflict. Pringle insisted that
MPs consider the massive social upheaval that the war’s end would bring before denying
the inclusion of women in any electoral revision. He argued that vast social changes
would occur when “large numbers of men who have been taken from industry for
fighting purposes,” and women “who for national purposes you … asked to go into
industry during the War” returned home. These changes were enough, he argued, to
entitle “both the soldier and the sailors, on the one hand, and the women on the other
hand . . . to elect the Parliament of reconstruction.”94 Women and soldiers alike, Pringle
insisted, had the right to help determine with their vote how parliament would “adjust the
rights and claims of the returning soldier with the rights and claims of the women.”95
Behind Pringle’s frustration over the snubbing of women was the reality that women’s
war work was, in fact, dangerous at times. By the end of the war “more than 300
[women] lost their lives as the result of TNT poisoning and explosions.”96 Pringle voted
against the second reading of the Special Register Bill because it would have failed to
address the issue of women’s suffrage. Pringle also criticized MPs who tried to “draw
distinctions between the quality and extent of the services and sacrifices of the soldiers
and the sailors, on the one hand, and of the women on the other hand.”97 He argued that
if these distinctions were going to be made between men and women, they should also be
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made between the different types of sacrifices made by soldiers. To suggest that a soldier
took greater risk than a munitions worker would imply that
only the men who go into the front trenches . . . would receive the franchise. You
would have to withhold it from the Staff, from the members of the Royal Army
Medical Corps, and the Army Service Corps, and the people at the bases, because
they do not go into a position of danger.98
Those who opposed a franchise expansion exclusively to male servicemen pointed to the
dangers of women’s work in both the factories and the medical field as evidence of their
service. Some MPs also insisted that even women who did not work as factory workers
and nurses deserved a service vote because of their service as mothers.
Much like the proponents of women’s suffrage prior to the outbreak of war, some
MPs argued that women as mothers proved themselves just as willing to make sacrifices
as the men on foreign battlefields. Captain Stephen Gwynn, Irish Nationalist MP for
Galway City, urged MPs to consider whether it was “harder for the boy to go into the
trenches or for his mother to let him go?”99 Gwynn affirmed that the number of
voluntary recruits available for active duty had as much to do with women’s support for
the war effort as it did the men who volunteered. Gwynn followed a path of argument
similar to that used by supporters of the county franchise bill in the previous era of
debates. He sought to demonstrate that women did not need to match the ideal
masculinity that had previously qualified voters but, rather, that they qualified for the
vote in their own right. The “service” of women, according to Gwynn and others like
him, did not necessarily have to look like the service of men to make it a valid claim for
the vote. Women were praised for their service of supporting sons and husbands going
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off to war. Gwynn argued that “women are entitled to the vote on their work as women,
on the work they do in governing the house, in the education of children, and in their
work of preparing men to go out and take their part in the trenches.”100 Walter Long,
President of the Local Government Board and conservative MP for the Strand division of
Middlesex, complained that it was impossible to make the distinctions between soldiers,
sailors, and munitions workers for the purpose of special voter registration.101 There
were too many groups who might qualify for the vote in such a way, and during the war
was not the time for such debates. Long argued that the notion of a special franchise was
at its core a request to acknowledge sacrifice by awarding the vote,
but if sacrifice is to be the basis of our franchise, or of a special franchise, what of
the women who in the Royal Army Medical Corps, and in many other capacities,
have taken as great risks and have made as great sacrifices as almost any of our
soldiers. I do not think it would be possible to draw this distinction. Therefore, the
alternatives proposed so far have been alternatives, not of registration, but of
franchise, and to plunge ourselves into that question of the franchise at this time
would, I believe, be a criminal act on our part.102
Because special voter registration was intended to reward wartime sacrifices, supporters
of women’s suffrage voted against any attempts to alter the electorate during the war
which failed to address their interests too.
Attempts to expand the electorate during wartime ended in failure until the
passage of the Reform Act in February 1918. However, the conversation within those
debates revealed a shifting view on war service and its relationship to the vote. Not only
did it illuminate the absurdity of the physical force argument in that most fighting men
were not enfranchised, but it also demonstrated that more and more MPs were unwilling
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to distinguish between the sacrifices of male soldiers and of British workers and civil
servants at home (both male and female). These conversations offer a brief glimpse into
the conclusion that would come only a few years later, when women were finally
admitted to the franchise.

Women’s Shifting Roles in War
Parliament’s willingness to pass the Military Service Act was seen as the alarming
symptom of a nation unable to gather enough volunteers for the war effort. The growing
preoccupation with shirkers and conscientious objectors in the press and in political
debates added to that anxiety, and helped to construct a narrative that suggested British
men were hesitant to serve. This narrative was incompatible with the popular trope that
had been used in past decades regarding men’s patriarchal protection of female Britons.
As the issue of men refusing to serve gained more press, women even took it upon
themselves to shame male Britons who did not serve. It was the combination of the
narrative of unwilling male soldiers, conscription, and the image of the willing female
war worker that drove the final nail into the coffin of the anti-suffragist cause.
Women, indeed, played a major role in filling the industrial vacancies left by men.
The number of women employed in Britain “rose by 1,345,000” between July 1914 and
July 1918 “as a result of the need for substitutes for men drawn into the armed forces.”103
The need was quite substantial early in the war as “almost a quarter of the employees in
the chemicals and explosives industry had enlisted, as had a similar portion from
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electrical engineering.”104 The notion that women were eager to take on work that had
been deemed beyond their gendered sphere helped to shatter whatever validity the
physical force argument held. It also combined with the conscription controversy to
destroy the notion that men were naturally willing to assume their role as the protector of
women and the state. If the vote were a privilege given only to those willing to protect
the nation, then women proved during the war that that they were just as willing and able
as men to participate, if not more so.
Throughout the debates in the Commons, women were characterized as eager
participants in the war effort. When the Military Service Act solidified the deployment
of numerous men, leaders of factory labor feared the decrease in wartime production that
would result from insufficient manpower. However, women were often mentioned as the
solution to that shortfall. Edwin Montagu, Minister of Munitions, stated that “women of
every station, with or without previous experience of the difficulties, or of the strain and
monotony of munition work, have proved themselves able to undertake work which
before the War was regarded as solely the province of men, and often of skilled men
alone.”105 Montagu issued glowing praises of the female workers throughout Britain’s
factories, exclaiming that “it is not too much to say that our Armies have been saved and
victory assured largely by the women in the munition factories.”106 Women participated
in “some 500 different munition processes” in which they “helped to produce aeroplanes,
howitzer bombs, shrapnel bullets, shells, machine tools, mines and . . . shipbuilding” – a
list of jobs that should make it impossible, he argued, to deny women “the civil rights
104
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which she had earned by hard work.”107 Montagu’s comments are symbolic of a
common mentality that had taken hold in Parliament two years into the war. MPs voiced
a humble appreciation and, in some cases, a general surprise in the changes in female
behavior from the pre-war years to their present involvement. Women had certainly
answered the call in a number of ways which contrasted sharply with the failed Derby
Scheme and the coming of conscription.
The most influential arena of female involvement was in industrial production.
The anxiety voiced by labor leaders during conscription deliberations was an indication
of the vast industrial need Britain faced during the war. Similarly, the praise of women’s
service indicated the deep gratitude that industrial leaders, government officials, and
society felt toward those women for helping alleviate the needs left by men’s absences.
In munitions production alone, the number of women employed increased by nearly a
quarter of a million.108 Willoughby Dickinson, Liberal MP for St. Pancras North, argued
that the war had brought about a new willingness, especially among Conservatives, to
“give the right of franchise to every man who has given a service to the country.”109 He
disagreed with those, however, who insisted that such a service should only be
recognized among men. Dickinson insisted that “because we are willing to take [service]
as the new basis of electoral franchise we at the present time who have stood up for
woman suffrage say that the same right must be conceded to women as given to men.” 110
Dickinson defended women’s suffrage against oppositional claims of selfishness when
proponents for women’s suffrage blocked legislation allowing registration of male sailors
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and soldiers. He argued that “if service and sacrifice of the individual are to be the basis
of the franchise, where service and sacrifice are shown to have been exhibited by women
they should give the same right to women as to men.” 111 Thus MPs debated the
difference between service and sacrifice and whether one warranted the franchise more
than the other.
Wartime debates weighing the services of male soldiers and sailors against those
of women glorified the efforts of those who subjected themselves to the possibility of
death. Anti-suffragists insisted that women serving as nurses and factory employees did
not put their lives at risk in the same way as those men fighting on the front lines.
Advocates of women’s suffrage, on the other hand, argued that there were many ways in
which female war participants endangered themselves too. In debates over the Special
Register bill, Dickinson reminded opponents of the sacrifice of Edith Cavell, the heralded
martyr of female war sacrifice for suffragist supporters. Cavell, a British nurse, was
executed by a German firing squad in 1915 for helping Allied soldiers escape occupied
Belgium. Many suffragists shared Dickinson’s opinion of the Special Register bill,
insisting that no alteration should be made to the electorate “without making it part of a
much larger scheme which shall embrace the various other classes, such as soldiers,
sailors, and women, on the electoral rolls of the country.”112 Thus Pringle offered a
telling piece of evidence regarding changing attitudes towards women’s suffrage. He
described himself as a former “anti” who had, up until this point, voted against women’s
suffrage. Pringle argued that “during this war we have brought into industry in this
country women on a scale and to an extent which no one ever contemplated in the
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past.”113 He claimed that “the women, in fact, are running the industry of the country for
the first time,” and should be rewarded for it.114 The characterization of women’s work
as service and sacrifice was commonplace in the special register debates. The
willingness of women to perform these jobs which had been kept from them until
conscription was an important component in debunking the physical force arguments of
the previous decades.
While women’s service in war industries, nursing, transportation, and other posts
was clearly persuasive in the larger philosophical debate about service and the vote, it
cannot be overstated that their service was made more visible by the Suffragette wartime
truce. The image of the militant suffragist that dominated the reform narrative of the prewar years faded away to a large extent, which allowed the woman worker to emerge as
the new image. At the start of the war, Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst declared a
truce with the government and turned their skills of oration and recruitment toward
war.115 The truce allowed for a unique juxtaposition of equally important images: women
as fighters and women as patriots. While the militant methods of the Suffragettes were
rued by many anti-suffragists, their actions established a reputation for a willingness to
fight. As male shirkers grew more prominent in Commons debates over conscription, the
rowdy spirit of the Suffragette grew to be (grudgingly) appreciated. Suffragettes willing
to fight for the vote but willing to put that fight aside for the good of the nation stood in
stark contrast to the image of the male shirker, who already had the vote but was
unwilling to take arms to protect the democracy in which he voted. Of course, during
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peacetime, the behavior of the Suffragettes played to the arguments of the Antis – that
Suffragettes were unnatural, beastly women certainly unfit for the vote. But the arrival of
war and the image of the slacker resulted in a reimagining of militancy as a trait to be
almost admired rather than scorned, especially in light of the Suffragette truce during the
war. Suffragettes’ willingness to postpone militant tactics against the government in
order to attack the common German enemy also placed women’s war work in a unique
light.
The Suffragette truce not only brought about an end to the WSPU’s militant
actions against the government; it also turned the dynamic personalities of Emmeline and
Christabel Pankhurst toward war propaganda work. Christabel Pankhurst famously
embarked on a campaign across the Atlantic to encourage the United States’ participation
in the war against Germany. The language that Christabel used in her various speeches to
American audiences suggested that the Suffragettes who supported Britain during the war
continued to embrace their identity as fiery, irascible fighters, only this time with
Germany on the receiving end of their punches. In her address in Carnegie Hall in 1915,
Christabel Pankhurst, when questioned about why the Suffragettes had stopped protesting
against the government, insisted that militant suffragettes would have been “cutting off
our nose to spite our face if we were to do anything that would weaken our country in the
face of a common enemy.”116 Pankhurst’s rationale for supporting the British
Government against a common enemy despite women’s continued exclusion from the
electorate contributed to the narrative of female service.
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Pankhurst did not shy away from accusations of militancy but rather embraced the
Suffragette image of a militant even during her war campaign. While she insisted that
being a militant did not mean that she “prefer[red] war to peace,” she did argue that
“when people want to govern me by physical force and not by the moral force of justice,
then I am prepared to defy their physical force to the very death.”117 Pankhurst’s
comments to audiences in the U.S. were evidence of the fact that the Suffragette
campaign had been put on hold but not forgotten. She explained the Suffragettes’
declaration of a truce with the government to those who criticized their break in agitation
as an example of how much they prized British citizenship. Pankhurst argued that “if our
country does not win, the value of British citizenship, if it is not absolutely destroyed,
will be very much decreased.”118 Such comments allowed militant Suffragettes to appear
broad-minded and focused on the protection of the nation as the primary goal for all
Britons during the War. Emmeline Pankhurst similarly embarked on pro-war missions.
In a failed attempt to thwart Russia’s early withdrawal from the war, Emmeline was part
of a delegation to Russia in the summer of 1917. Her job was to “persuade the women of
Russia to stand behind the Kerensky government and to stay in the war.”119 While the
younger Pankhurst daughter, Sylvia, remained committed to an anti-government and antiwar stance, Emmeline and her daughter Christabel portrayed an image of patriotism,
spirit, and service through their wartime conduct.

117

Ibid.
Christabel Pankhurst, America and the War” A Speech Delivered at Carnegie Hall, New York
October 8, 1914, (The Women’s Social and Political Union by Charles Jones and Co. Ltd, 1914.
https://archive.org/stream/americawar00pank/americawar00pank_djvu.txt. Accessed
4/8/2015, pp. 6-7.
119
Gullace, ‘Blood of our Sons’, 117.
118

295

The message of women’s suffrage, of course, was not lost in the patriotic rhetoric
of their service to the war cause, which added to the power of their speeches. For
instance, Christabel Pankhurst made a point of noting that England had “made mistakes
in the past – or rather, the men have done so who governed our country.”120 Pointing to
the failures of the government to address just grievances was a rhetorical strategy that
allowed Pankhurst to defend her position as a supporter of the war effort while reminding
her audience of her abiding goal of women’s suffrage. She insisted that she had pride in
herself as “a British citizen” although “the politicians have not yet had the good sense to
acknowledge our citizenship, women’s citizenship, by an Act of Parliament.” Such
rhetoric presented a striking contrast to the challenges of recruitment and conscription.
Pankhurst willingly put aside her quest for the suffrage to support the war effort, even
though her claim to citizenship had not yet been recognized by the government. Yet,
many men had failed to volunteer to defend the citizenship they already had. She argued
that it would not “be so easy when this war is over to refuse to acknowledge the rights
and duties of British women where the work of fulfilling nation and Empire
responsibility is concerned.”121 Such language suggests that even with the focus on
obtaining American support for Britain’s war against Germany, there continued a
rhetorical battle against the ostracizing qualification of physical force.
While the Pankhursts had certainly maintained hope for the future
enfranchisement of women, their personalities and their drive proved helpful to the war
cause, so much so that they were verbally supported in the Commons on a few occasions.
Audience members who voiced concern that the Suffragettes had given up the fight were
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assured that they would see the cause through to the end. That sentiment was certainly
well-known in the House of Commons. Numerous MPs, in debates on the Special
Register bill, cited concerns that any act of electoral expansion that excluded women
would certainly bring about the recurrence of disunity over the issue. However, fear was
not the only form of recognition received by suffragettes in Commons debates. The
government paid public funds for demonstrations put on by Christabel Pankhurst to
encourage women to take part in munitions work. While a few MPs voiced concerns
over funding any operation associated with such an enemy, others approved of her
supportive campaigns.122 In addition, MPs also criticized the Government suppression of
Britannia, the weekly paper once titled The Suffragette, which had been reappropriated
for wartime use.123
Although the truce had improved the Suffragettes’ standing in the eyes of a
number of MPs, and women’s work had nullified the physical force argument, there were
still some in the Commons who clung to the old arguments of female nature to support
their continued exclusion. The persistence of the stance against women’s suffrage
lingered on into 1917, 1918,and beyond, with a number of MPs claiming that they were
still unconvinced that women should possess the vote. Thus Frederick Banbury, MP for
the City of London, argued that although “women have done well, and have been of very
great assistance to us during the years of trial,” he failed to see “any reason in that for
giving them the vote.”124 Furthermore, he suggested that there was no cause to assume

2257.
2081.

122

William Anderson, Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 5th ser., vol. 80 (16 March 1916), col.

123

Frederick Booth, Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 5th ser., vol. 80 (15 March 1916), col.

124

Frederick Banbury, Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates, 5th ser., vol. 94 (19 June 1917), col.

1641.

297

that the women who helped during the war even wanted the franchise.125 These claims
contrasted starkly with the parliamentary treatment of servicemen as potential voters. No
MPs voiced reservations about giving lower class men the vote. Yet Banbury continued
to brandish notions of female sentimentality and hysteria to support their exclusion.126
Similarly, Charles Hobhouse, Liberal MP for East Bristol, insisted that “the capacity of
women lies in other directions than in public life,” and the vote would “put upon women
a physical and mental strain” they were ill fit to carry.127 It was often argued that women
had ceased to ask for the vote, and therefore did not want it. Such a claim was puzzling,
considering that the great many men who were still without the franchise were not asking
for it either. MPs who still insisted that women had no place in parliamentary politics
refused to allow the issue to pass quietly. But such sentiments were far less frequently
expressed, and they were often met with mocking remarks from those who had accepted
the end of the gender divide.
Perhaps the most significant change brought by the war in the suffrage debate
concerned the rhetorical positions of Suffragists and their Anti-Suffragist critics. AntiSuffragists found their campaign particularly altered by the coming of war, in that they
no longer had the militant methods of the Suffragettes to point to as evidence for their
continued exclusion. Instead, the suffragette truce forced Antis to question the
authenticity of their war actions – a tone that rang more bitter than damning. The AntiSuffrage rhetoric against female suffragists during the war sounded more like bitter
gossip than civilized criticism. Instead of condemning suffragist violence, Antis were
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now reduced to questioning the motives behind suffragette campaigns on behalf of the
war effort. The Anti-Suffrage Review questioned the sincerity of suffragette war work,
insisting that their actions had more to do with political gain than patriotic spirit.128 The
Antis also jabbed at Christabel Pankhurst for “her militant zeal,” claiming she
“temper[ed] Suffragism with enthusiasm for recruiting.”129 Antis were placed in a
difficult rhetorical position in that they could not openly criticize war work being done by
the leaders of the suffrage movement instead, they could only resort to voicing their that
suffragists were gaining recognition for their work while
the great majority of women are silently and without ostentation doing all that in
them lies to help their country in her need, it is a matter for regret that the idea
should be allowed to gain ground that their efforts are in reality stimulated by love
of notoriety or a passion for propaganda work.130
This technique of tying the war work of Suffragettes to selfish political desires remained
a wartime staple of the Anti-Suffrage Review.
Once the passage of women’s suffrage seemed inevitable in early 1918, Antis
turned to fear-mongering in a last-ditch attempt to avoid women’s inclusion in the
electorate. With the impending passage of women’s suffrage, Antis argued that
suffragists’ successes were undoubtedly the result of the war. Antis questioned the
sincerity of Suffragette wartime service and criticized their highly politicized activity as a
de facto breach of the truce. The authors of The Register, for instance, argued that
Suffragists “profit[ed] by the strain that the War has imposed upon many people,” and
“carried their point in the Lower Chamber on the single argument, ‘See how splendidly
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the women have done in this War; you must trust them now.’”131 They also sought to
encourage the Lords to vote against the bill in committee, citing the “unmistakable
connection” between “Socialism and Woman Suffrage.”132
The passage of the Representation of the People Act in 1918 disappointed the
Antis as their resistance to the inclusion of women in the electorate went down to a final
defeat. But there were a few vocal Antis remaining at that point. The language of the
debates from early 1917 on to the passage of the bill in 1918 suggested that the women of
Britain emerged as the beneficiaries of a new image of service and heroism. Even the
most outspoken antisuffragist MPs at the beginning of the war altered their stance on the
issue of female inclusion. Women’s actions during the war were praised even by their
staunchest opponents. Herbert Asquith claimed that he had no shame in having denied
women the vote for his whole career up to that point. Rather, he suggested that it had
been his recommendation all along that women must “work out their own salvation,”
which they had finally done during the war. He admitted that “short of actually bearing
arms in the field, there is hardly a service which has contributed, or is contributing, to the
maintenance of our cause in which women have not been at least as active and as
efficient as men.”133 Lord Curzon, although he did not openly speak in favor of the bill,
refused to lead any movement of opposition to it in the Lords. His decision to do so
essentially solidified its passage with ease through the upper chamber. Of course, a
handful of MPs remained insistent that women were too “emotional and intuitional” for
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government, and the fear of a female Prime Minister served to derail an occasional
debate.134 But the overwhelming majority knew that the tide had shifted.

Conclusion
Considering the magnitude of the changes to the electorate brought by the 1918
Reform Act, the debates over the final bill to give women the vote were rather cursory.
The primary issue of contention was the age restriction for women, which was stricter
than any age restriction male voters had faced in the past. However, this feature of the
bill was non-negotiable, as it was a key compromise from the Speaker’s Conference on
Electoral Reform in 1917. Members of the conference who feared a female majority in
the new electorate insisted on a restriction that would prevent that from becoming reality.
Thus the thirty-year age restriction was put into place to achieve the agreement of those
hesitant to vote in favor. While Suffragist leaders like Millicent Garrett Fawcett and
Emmeline Pankhurst were disappointed in the inequality in age restriction, the lessons of
the 1880s encouraged them to take what they could get.
The passing of the 1918 Act also marked a striking shift in classed access to full
citizenship. The removal of all property and tax qualifications meant that any male
twenty-one or older, meeting the proper residency requirement, and without legal
incapacity, could register to vote. MPs stressed in the debates that this would be an act of
trust extended toward all reaches of society. In a debate in the House of Lords, James
Gascoyne-Cecil, the fourth Marquess of Salisbury, claimed that the shared “public spirit,
the political instinct, the administrative capacity which are characteristic of the race”
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meant that he was “willing to trust . . . the working classes.”135 For the same reason the
Marquess argued that they should trust the women as well.136 The barriers to the
electorate torn away during this era of reform is striking. It took the melding of several
very unique narratives to make way for such changes.
The early twentieth century was a time when the physical force argument loomed
especially large in the rhetoric of Anti-suffragists. However, the Great War poked
enormous holes in that argument. While women lacked the ability to fight in the service
of the British Army, the massive numbers of British males deployed to fight and die in
battle shined a spotlight on the classed shortcomings of the physical force argument even
for men. What made that spotlight shine even brighter was the fact that the demands of
war far exceeded the number of men willing to voluntarily take up arms. The
inevitability of conscription from the dearth of volunteers and the rising number of
women taking men’s places at factory benches forced the reassessment of Britain’s
performance of idealized masculinity. Yes, men were sacrificing on the battlefield. But
men and women alike were sacrificing in numerous ways at home. And whose right was
it to determine which sacrifice was of greatest significance?
The roles of women during World War I, the use of gender tropes to entice war
volunteers, the Suffragette truce, and the coming of conscription are, of course, subjects
of extensive study in their own right. It has been the purpose of this chapter to bring
together all of these factors in order to explain the significant change in parliamentary
rhetoric that facilitated the broad measures of enfranchisement that finally enabled most
women and all men to break into the parliamentary electorate. Women still faced
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restrictions that men did not, but the ultimate barrier had been broken, and there would be
no going back.
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Epilogue – The 1928 Reform Act and the Arrival of the Equal Franchise
From my point of view, this Bill is something very much more than a mere measure of
electoral reform. It is not only that in this Bill for the first time woman is recognized as a
political animal just in the same way as a man. It is, to my mind, very much more than
that. It marks the end of an epoch, when men regarded women mainly as mothers or
sweethearts or wives or daughters, and only in a subordinate capacity as fellow citizens.
That is the epoch passing away. The epoch we are entering to-night is the epoch in
which women are primarily human beings with precisely the same status as men, and the
fact that they are mothers or sweethearts or wives or daughters is in precisely the same
position as the fact, that men may be fathers or husbands or sons. 1
-

Mr. Frederick Pethick Lawrence
speaking in favor of the second
reading of the Equal Franchise
Bill, 29 March 1928

Perhaps a woman’s words would be more appropriate to open this last chapter,
since the era discussed here marked the first time women spoke as MPs in the annals of
Commons debates. Even today, nearly a century since their inclusion, female MPs’
words read with a significance amplified by their long absence, especially on the issue of
women’s enfranchisement. But I thought it more fitting, in a study where so much
emphasis has been placed on the words of politically elite men, that I let a man have one
last word. Frederick Pethick Lawrence, MP for Leicester East, in the passage above
announced what he saw as the change of an era. Pethick Lawrence’s thoughts are
emblematic of the long, tangled narrative of gender and parliamentary reform examined
in this project. Over the course of the Reform era, the image of the parliamentary voter
was assessed and revised time and again. It has been the goal of this study to examine
the language used to articulate the image of the ideal voter – her class, her gender, and
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her character – to assess how the changes in that image led to the revision of the
parliamentary electorate. Pethick Lawrence spoke in favor of the second reading of the
bill that would eventually become the 1928 Representation of the People (Equal
Franchise) Act. That Act concluded the ninety-six years of reform, beginning with the
first steps of electoral expansion in 1832 to the moment men and women were admitted
to the franchise on equal terms.
The 1928 Act, in bringing equal franchise for women, achieved what many had
hoped the 1918 Act would do. Although the 1918 Reform Act brought an end to the
complete exclusion of female voters in the parliamentary franchise, the vote was not
made gender neutral until 1928. The 1918 Act has often been regarded as the climactic
moment in the quest for women’s suffrage, but the reality was that gender continued to be
a special circumstance in voter qualification for another decade. The debates of this final
stage in the coming of an equal franchise demonstrated that some members of the
political elite still hesitated to abandon all control of the gendered make-up of the
franchise. However, MPs voicing such archaic notions were few in number. The
majority of MPs supported what Brian Harrison has argued: that “women’s suffrage in
1918 and 1928 merely registered at law a social change which was already complete.”2
The purpose of this epilogue is to briefly examine the significance of the 1928 Reform
Act in the long narrative of reform, while using that act to reassert the conclusions of the
entire work. The shifting language of voter qualification throughout the reform era
revealed slow, halting steps in shifting the gendered and classed identity of the ideal
parliamentary voter. Those shifts illuminated the uncertain negotiations of qualification
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rather than a definitive march toward universal enfranchisement, as well as the slow
death of a gender-discriminant electorate.

1928 Reform Act
The provisions of the 1918 Reform Act were significant, yet still deficient. It is
well documented that the 1918 legislation impacted the position of women in
parliamentary politics as both voters and future politicians. The legislation removed the
persistent gender barrier to the national franchise, which had been codified by the 1832
Act, and added some 5 million women to the parliamentary register. The Act also
allowed women to stand for parliamentary elections. Seventeen women sought election
in December 1918; one was successful. However, the single victor of the bunch,
Countess Constance Markievicz of Sinn Féin, refused to take her seat at Westminster in
protest over the possible extension of conscription to Ireland.3 Beyond diminishing
gender restrictions, the 1918 Reform Act also removed any semblance of class
restrictions for male voters. As Anna Clark has said, “even the disenfranchised
‘residuum’ of the ‘outcast poor’ now became heroic soldiers who deserved the vote.”4
Men of the lowest social classes could now exercise the vote regardless of their status as
property holders or recipients of government assistance. All property qualifications for
men were suspended and any male resident of Great Britain could register (absent any
legal incapacities such as lunacy, conviction for certain felonies, etc.5 Special residence
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provisions were included to allow members of the armed services to maintain their voter
registration without meeting the residency requirement.6 As a result of the 1918 Act,
seventy-four per cent of the adult population in Britain could vote.7
Despite these significant alterations to the electorate, one step still remained to
bring women into full voting equality with men. Many suffragists who had sought the
enfranchisement of women for decades were relieved that the walls of their exclusion had
been breached. However, they were disappointed by the limits placed on that inclusion.
Those restrictions, namely the “thirty or older” age restriction, were established by the
Speaker’s Conference during the final months of the war in order to resolve the impasse
that had emerged in debates over the Service Franchise and votes for women. This age
restriction reduced the number of female voters enough so that women would not
outnumber men in the electorate. The fear of a female majority in the electorate had been
a particular sticking point in negotiations over wartime electoral expansion. Debates
between the passage of the 1918 Act and the 1928 Act revealed that a few MPs hoped
that the manufactured male majority within the electorate would remain constant.
However, most voiced an understanding that the 1918 admittance of women with a
stricter age qualification was only a temporary experiment, one that would be quickly
replaced with arrangements for the equal qualifications of men and women.
The effects of the 1918 Act were numerically extensive, as the electorate grew to
nearly three times the size of the prewar years, yet satisfaction with those changes was
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short-lived.8 As Ross McKibbin has argued, the 1918 Act “was the most conservative
piece of legislation that could have been devised given the circumstances.” 9 The
conservative nature of that Act was evident in that its structure for enfranchising women
not only discriminated by age but was also “fundamentally a property franchise.” 10 Only
months after the end of the war, many MPs insisted it was time alternative qualifications
contrived to bring about a male majority in the electorate be standardized with those of
men were. The Commons voted on lowering women’s registration age to twenty-one for
the first time in April 1919. The call for equal franchise hinged on the wartime notion
that women were to be rewarded for their service just as men. The irony of the thirtyyear age restriction was that it left many younger women, who had served during the war,
without the vote. Many MPs recognized the illogicality of giving women the vote while
excluding the age group of women who provided most of the wartime service. William
Lunn, Labour Member for Rothwell, argued that most MPs “were desirous of giving [the
vote] to the women who had come to the aid of the nation, and the majority of them were
between twenty-one and thirty years of age.”11 Emphasizing the value of women’s
service in the war industries, Lunn insisted that every trade union supported the
equalization of the franchise. If the franchise was to belong to those who served the
nation, it was clear that women aged twenty-one to twenty-nine deserved the vote too.
Divisions taken in the Commons between 1918 and 1928 indicated that the
equalization of the franchise was supported by the majority of members. A few speakers
argued that the proposal came too soon after the previous reform legislation, but the
8
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second reading of a bill for equal franchise passed with 119 “ayes” to thirty-two “noes”.
Progress toward equal franchise stalled three months later, after it had passed through the
committee stage. The Government called for a three months postponement of discussion
of the issue because it wished to “propose its own bill.”12 A number of MPs expressed
confusion that such a request arose so late in the process, as the bill was in its final stage
in the Commons. Nevertheless, despite a handful of successful second reading votes, no
bill to equalize the franchise was passed until 1928.
The failure of equal franchise bills in the second and third decades of the
twentieth century, despite the popularity and inevitability of the action, demonstrated that
MPs still remained wary of unrestricted inclusion of women in the electorate. Reasons
for the stall included commitments to the wartime compromise of the Speaker’s
Conference, fear of making a hasty decision, and enduring gendered tropes of women’s
nature and their purported lack of desire for the vote. A number of MPs urged that the
passage of another reform bill so quickly on the heels of the 1918 legislation would
suggest a mistake on the part of the government. Sir Ryland Adkins, Liberal MP for
Oxford University, argued that although he was in favor of eventual equality of the
franchise, he was compelled to “maintain the so-called compromise of Mr. Speaker’s
Conference” that had determined the controversial age restriction for women. A number
of MPs argued that more time was needed for women to prove that they were wielding
the vote appropriately.13 Echoes of the criticisms made after including women in the
municipal franchise in 1867 appeared, as opponents suggested the legislation had been
unfairly passed during wartime. Colonel Reginald Applin, Conservative MP for Enfield,
12
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implied that something was amiss in the way the 1918 Act had been pushed through
while men were “at the front fighting.” He criticized the passage of such a bill under a
Coalition Government in which, he argued, “there was no Opposition, [and] there was no
criticism.” 14 The pleas for more time and further consideration clearly influenced the
speed with which the government introduced their version of an equal franchise bill.
Certainly many of the remaining opponents maintained a fear of a female majority
within the electorate. In addition, they worried about how women would handle the
“masculine” work of government. Applin argued that “hitherto, men have done all the
heavy work in this country,” and the new responsibilities would “be too great a burden
for women.”15 Sir George Cockerill, Conservative MP for Reigate, argued that to allow a
female majority in the electorate would be a great “injustice” to men, as their “votes
would be swamped.”16 He insisted that “if either sex was to be supreme at the poll” he
would “quite frankly prefer to see men in that position.”17 These reversions back to
arguments common in the earlier decades of reform debates were indicative of the slow
death of gender restrictions, but the significant reduction in their use certainly confirmed
Pethick Lawrence’s sentiments that a new era had emerged.
That new era was especially visible in the fact that these attempts to evoke
concerns about women’s nature were often criticized by women MPs themselves.
Applin’s suggestion that men did all the burdensome work of the country was met by
scoffs from female MPs like Ellen Wilkinson, Labour MP for Middlesbrough East, and
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Gwendolyn Guinness the Countess of Iveagh, Conservative MP for Southend-on-Sea.
The presence of these women and their responses to such remarks added to the absurdity
of the feeble “women’s nature” argument. Guinness insisted that all logical members
surely recognized that the 1918 Act was only a temporary restraint, and that the
artificially manufactured male majority in the electorate could not stand forever.
Guinness also poked fun at Applin and Cockerill’s use of “nature” in defense of their
unequal inclusion. In explaining the larger portion of female infants that survive to
adulthood as compared to men, she argued that it was not, as Cockerill claimed, that “the
higher organisms are more difficult to rear,” but rather that women were in the majority
as a “result of a very important fact in nature, which has had more influence on the
evolution of the race than any other, and that is the survival of the fittest.”18 Rather than
legislating a male majority in the electorate, she playfully implied that men ought to
toughen up and survive in larger numbers. Her tongue-in-cheek remark was symbolic of
the shift away from a reliance on the constructed notions of gendered natures and their
prescribed proper spheres.
Furthermore, early female MPs influenced the incorporation of women into
national politics by demonstrating that they were interested in governing in all forms of
legislation, not just issues specifically related to women. The first female MP to be
elected and take her seat was Nancy Astor in 1919. Astor sought to fill her husband
Waldorf’s seat in Plymouth Sutton after he had succeeded to his father’s viscountcy.19
Astor ran as a candidate who insisted that she did not “believe in sexes or classes.” But
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as a female MP she drew thousands of letters a week from women across the country who
viewed her as a special representative to their needs.20 While Astor’s election did not
result in a flood of female members into the House of Commons, it did demonstrate that
women and men could function effectively together in matters of state. Since the early
conversations about women’s enfranchisement, political elites had voiced fears that the
female sex would band together and vote in favor of a women’s agenda and, perhaps,
even a women’s party. Such anxiety, however, proved to be unfounded. As Brian
Harrison has argued, while women eventually made up the majority of the electorate,
“women voters did not rush into a distinct political party or act independently from male
voters.”21 Although she did not set out to be an image of the new dawn of female
enfranchisement, Astor’s ability to bring together established politicians and influential
women provided a helpful bridge in the direct incorporation of women into national
politics.
For all the scholarship on the 1918 Act, there is strikingly little work on the
legislation that allowed for the equal franchise of women. The Representation of the
People (Equal Franchise) Bill passed its second reading in the Commons on 29 March
1928 by a vote of 387 to ten.22 Following its passage through committee and the House
of Lords in May, the bill was made law on 2 July 1928. Although 1918 to 1928 proved
to be the shortest period between any two Reform Acts and with the fewest debates, the
negotiations over that final step reflect a number of the conclusions posited in this study.
The common political discourse in the reform era examined here revealed the vast
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importance property, gender expectations, and the gender identity of the political system
itself played in the renegotiation of the idealized voter.

Contributions and Conclusions
From 1832 to 1928, the conversation about the parliamentary electorate reflected
a gradual shift in the gendered and classed identity of British citizens. The goal of this
project has been to examine the changing idealized images of the voter and, as a result,
the changes in society’s idealized conception of gender performance over this century of
reform. This study links the distinct but related conversations leading up to the 1832,
1867, 1884/85, 1918, and 1928 Reform Acts to expose those changes over time. In doing
so, this study contributes to the scholarship of both parliamentary reform and gender in
British history. The historiography includes a number of works that address the high
politics of the 1832 and 1867 and the infiltration of women into the conversation about
the parliamentary vote from the 1884 Act and the 1918 Act.23 The last few decades have
brought with them a number of works that look to scrutinize specific acts of reform
through a gendered lens.24 Most recently, historians have begun to assess the institutions
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of British political authority as symbols of masculinity and manliness.25 What is missing,
though, is a comprehensive study of all of the acts, side by side, that examines the
political discourse guiding political inclusion and the way that discourse was challenged
and altered over time. This study seeks to provide just such an examination.
A comprehensive study of the language of franchise reform over the course of
nearly a century provides a unique narrative in which to assess the creation and recreation
of notions of gender as they related to access to political power. The legal barring of
women from the parliamentary vote in 1832 Act and the subsequent calls for further
reform to include working-class men set a precedent for the process of creating future
Reform Acts. As working-class men sought political recognition and a voice in the
election of their representatives, MPs attempted to renegotiate the means of assessing
who was fit for the vote. The debates between 1832 and 1867 weighed various metrics
for determining who possessed the idealized traits of respectability, intelligence, and
independence. These debates resulted in two distinct features of future franchise
negotiations. First, the tying of those desirable voter traits to “masculine” traits
established a clear conceptualization of the voter as male. The rhetoric of proper
masculinity lent itself to the exclusion of not only women, but also of men who did not
measure up to these desirable masculine traits, thus solidifying links between the vote,
class, and gender. Secondly, the debates leading up to the second Reform Act assured
that all subsequent changes to the franchise would require an assessment of the
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compatibility of certain subordinate groups with the idealized voter. These debates
brought to the forefront the issue of class as it related to gender identity and the vote. As
the political champions of franchise expansion renegotiated the means of measuring
fitness for the franchise, the 1867 Act allowed for the inclusion of working-class men in
the boroughs. But there were many changes still left to negotiate, and many groups still
wishing to challenge the dominant political discourse dictating the make-up of the
electorate.
The two groups glaringly absent from the 1867 franchise expansion encouraged
a renewed negotiation immediately following its passage. Female property owners and
county householders were left excluded and, thus, were the next groups to clamor for
inclusion in the third installment of reform. The gendered and classed traits of a
population were strikingly relevant in conversations over women’s suffrage. The
political discourse dominant in the passage of the 1867 Act suggested that the primary
traits MPs were looking for in future voters included connection to property, which they
believed indicated respectability, and intellect, which suggested the capacity for
deference and reason. While female property owners demonstrated these characteristics
more frequently than agricultural workers, women found themselves still without the vote
after the Third Reform Act. Opponents of women’s enfranchisement argued that
women’s gendered nature was incompatible with the masculine nature of the British
State. As a result, women were essentially skipped in the logical order of
enfranchisement, and agricultural laborers were included instead. The 1884 Act posed
the ideal moment for single female property owners to break the gender barrier to the
franchise, but the negotiation over gender and fitness for the vote resulted in a revised
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direction of qualification. In contrast to the “incompatibility” of women to the political
system that opponents argued, agricultural laborers in the counties were presented as
manly in their own right. Their working-class manliness, established by their devotion
and toil, made them, according to the 1884 Act, the next to be included. This study’s
pairing of the debates over female property holders and county householders illustrates
the double standard women faced in their attempts to gain admittance to the franchise.
While varying versions of masculinity could be manipulated to match the prescribed
gender identity of the ideal voter, women were disqualified when they displayed socially
ideal feminine traits and also when they sought to conform to any idealized masculine
traits.
The snubbing of women by the 1884 Act resulted in a revised message on the part
of female suffragists and led to the rise of militant methods. Likewise, the message of
Anti-suffragists moved away from the insistence on property and intelligence toward the
support of a physical force argument. Women, they claimed, were naturally excluded
from selecting the representatives of the national government because they were naturally
incapable of using physical force to uphold and enforce the laws passed by that body.
Although the militant methods of suffragettes actually resulted in the fading of support
for women’s suffrage in divisions in the House of Commons, the arrival of the Great War
would result in the dismantling of the “physical force” argument and a more friendly
view of women’s claims for the vote. Where the war had been expected to reassert
traditional gender roles and end the sex war of the early twentieth century, the result was
quite the opposite. Total war not only rendered the volunteer army obsolete, but obliged
women to help fill the industrial manpower void left by conscription. Most Suffragette
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societies, enemies of the “sex wars” a decade earlier, even declared their devotion to the
war cause. The collision of wartime narratives about service, patriotism, and
conscription all but forced a revision of the remaining gender and class restrictions of the
electorate. The inclusion of women, of course, was still a controversial issue for some
MPs. To overcome the impasse created over fears of a female-dominated electorate,
women had to settle for a higher age restriction for another decade.
The 1928 Act brought about complete the completion of electoral expansion to
include all men and women twenty-one or older (without legal incapacity), of all social
classes, as long as they met the (now minimal) residency qualification. The debates over
the last Act examined in this study echoed three of the thematic links visible across the
Reform era as a whole. First, the grip of property ownership on the electorate was strong
and long-lived. While the property qualifications for men were gradually reduced, total
inclusion of all classes did not come until the inclusion of all genders. Even though
property restrictions for men were eliminated with in 1918, women who were old enough
to register had to qualify under particularly classed rules. Second, gauging the gendered
identity of the voter with the perceived gender of government remained until the equal
franchise in 1928. The First World War had exploded social conceptions of gender and
citizenship, yet some MPs refused to let them go. Third, the 1928 Act reminds us of the
longevity of the grouping of voters into classed and gendered categories. MPs
consistently worried over the likelihood of “swamping,” whether it was in reference to
the poor swamping the rich, or women swamping men. The preoccupation with the
notion that all women, or all agricultural laborers, or all urban workers would vote
together suggested a distinct desire for control on the part of political elites. This desire
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for control also highlights one of the most abiding ironies of parliamentary reform. For
all of its heralded respect for Parliament and democracy, the scope of “British
Parliamentary Democracy” was initially narrow, and only very gradually broadened.26
Over the century-long reform era, British political elites demonstrated that the
image of the ideal voter was negotiable, ensuring that it would be revised and reenvisioned over and over again. It has been the goal of this study to tease out broader
social assumptions about gender and political rights by examining the rhetoric of these
negotiations as it changed over time. While the vote was inherently masculine in the
early-Victorian imagination, men of the laboring classes were still excluded. As an
explanation to this curious reality, I argue that it was not enough to be a man, but rather
one’s manliness had to comply with the imagined manliness of the state. If a particular
version of masculinity was deemed lacking, then it had to be reimagined or renegotiated
to fit the enfranchised version of manliness; all the while, the masculinity of the ideal
citizen was also changing. Nothing supported this truth as much as the exclusion of
female voters from the Reform Act passed in 1884. Women with property and access to
education, who matched the description of the ideal voter in the mid-nineteenth century,
remained excluded. Instead of including the population who appeared a closer match the
traits attributed to the idealized voter, MPs reworked both the qualifications for the vote
and the image of the laboring male to appear more compatible. Women would require an

26

See Jose Harris, Private Lives, Public Spirit: Britain, 1870-1914 (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1993); Peter Mandler, The English National Character: The History of an Idea from Edmund Burke
to Tony Blair (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2006); Jonathan Parry, The Politics of
Patriotism: English Liberalism, National Identity and Europe, 1830-1886 (Cambridge University Press,
2006); and Ross McKibbin, Parties and People: England 1914-1951 (Oxford and New York: Oxford
University Press, 2010).

318

expansion of electoral qualifications beyond just contrived gendered characteristics to
finally enter into the parliamentary electorate.
While this project has placed a great deal of emphasis on the words of male
political elites, its contributions to both women’s political history and the political history
of working-class men are important. For men, this period marked an attempt to rethink
the identity of the citizen, regardless of class. Working-class men sought to challenge the
discourse of their own exclusion often by employing language and images of that same
discourse. For women, the laws determining the composition of the electorate in this era
reflected that, regardless of the reality of distinct separate spheres, women were denied
access to the parliamentary franchise. The political discourse allowing for female
exclusion was long-lived, and the lengths to maintain that exclusion were often illogical.
Women faced two distinct disadvantages when they sought to break through the gender
barrier. First, they lacked access to and experience with political platforms necessary to
enact change because they were female. Second, when they did seek to use respected
political mechanisms, they were ridiculed because they were women out of their assumed
proper place. More precisely, women wanting the vote sought to push their way into a
conversation using a language they did not speak, and once familiar with it, they were
criticized as behaving inappropriately for their sex.
The game, however, changed when qualifications for the vote moved away from
theoretical attributes of a contrived masculine identity to a more tangible measure of
service. While opponents to the female vote viewed service as a trait only men could
display, the coming of war forced a reinterpretation of that qualification. In propping up
physical force as the primary qualifier for the vote, Anti-suffragists proved to be their
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own worst enemy. The discourse was turned on its head, demonstrating the weakness of
an electorate structured around negotiable voter identity and dependent on socially
conceived gendered differences. Even in spaces where women remained absent for so
many years, the structures that allowed for their exclusion offer a means of reconstructing
contemporary gender constructs. In examining this century of negotiating the British
electorate, we can not only reconstruct the shifting assumptions of that era, but also pay
tribute to those groups who fought against the common political discourse in whatever
ways they could to finally obtain the vote.
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